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CHAPTER I 


SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 


I. Introductory 

I N two former treatises, dealing respectively with the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the argument led 
up to Wordsworth; I begin the present studies with 
Coleridge. 

^Writing in 1838, soon after the deaths of Bentham and 
Coleridge, J. S. Mill described these two writers as fthe twoi 
'great seminal minds of England in their age’, and claimed' 
'flEST* there is hardly to be found in England an individual of 
any importance in the world of mind who . . . did not first 
learn to think from one of these two^^ In another essay 
(1840) Mill tried to indicate the quality of their influence; 
‘By Bentham’, he wrote, ‘beyond all others, men have been 
led to ask themselves in regard to any ancient or received 
opinion. Is it true ? and by Coleridge, What is the meaning 
of it .'*’2 In Bentham the spirit of the eighteenth century lived 
on ; taking his stand, like any Brobdingnagian sage or visitor 
from China, ‘outside the received opinion’, he ‘surveyed it 
- as an entire stranger to itS^feoleridge, on the other hand, 
may be regarded as the leading English representativejaf .the 
Europ ean reaction against the eighteenth century,; in him 
the nineteenth century awakens to all that was undreamed of 
in the philosophy of its predecessor .V‘ The Germano-Cole-, 
ridgean doctrine ’ (if I may quote Mill once again) 

‘expresses the revolt of the human mind against the philosophy of 
the eighteenth century. It is ontological, because that was experi- 
mental; conservative, because that was innovative; religious, because 
so much of that was infidel; concrete and historical, because that was 
abstract and metaphysical; poetical, because that was matter-of-fact 
and prosaic.j® 

1 Dissertations and Discussions (1867), vol. 1, p. 330. * Ibid., p. 394. 

® Ibid., p. 403. 


A 


I 



NINETEENTH CENTURY STUDIES 

irhere was at this time a new spirit afloat, a sense that there 
were spiritual needs, and unseen realities, which had been 
unrecognized in the religious, ethical, political and aesthetic 
teachings of the immediate past. 5ie new demand was for 
/an interpretation of the whole range of human experience 
which should be richer, more deeply satisfying, than the old, 
dry, superficial rationalism.^ That Mill himself, whose mind 
had been cast in an eighteenth century mould, should have 
seen the one-sidedness of the tradition in which he had been 
nurtured, and recognized in Coleridge the necessary correct- 
ives, is a remarkable testimony both to his own open- 
mindedness and to the importance of Coleridge’s influence. 
If Mill, the successor of Hartley, Bentham, Ricardo and 
James Mill, felt the spell of Coleridge, it is no wonder that 
other, more kindred, spirits should have paid homage to 
'hlmj Julius Hare, for example, in his edition of Sterling’s 
Remains, wrote : 

‘At that time [c. 1829] it was beginning to be acknowledged by 
more than a few that Coleridge is the true sovereign of modern 
English thought. The Aids to Reflection had recently been pub- 
lished, and were doing the work for which they are so admirably 
fitted 5 that book, to which many, as has been said . . .“owe even their 
own selves”. Few felt this obligation more deeply than Sterlin g. 
.“To Coleridge (he wrote to me in 1836) I owe education. He 
■taught me to believe that an empirical philosophy is none, t hat Faith 
• is the highest Reason.”’ ^ 

^h ornas Arnold , who prefixed to one of his volumes of ser- 
Imons a motto from Coleridge’s Literary Remains^ often 
refers to him with reverence (e.g. ‘a very great man indeed, 
"TYhose equal I know not where to fincf in EnglmiH ’JT New-^ 
man, ■surveynr^The"causis of the Tractarian Movement, 
speaks of ‘ the reaction from the dry and superficial character! 
of the religious teaching and the literature of the last genera- 1 
tion and century’, and ‘the need for something deeper and 
more attractive’ ; amongst those who had contributed to the 
‘spiritual awakening of spiritual wants’ he counts Scott, 

1 Sterling, Essays and Tales, ed. by J. C. Hare (1848), vol. i, p. xiv. 

® Cf. below, p. 61. 
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Coleridge, Southey and Wordsworth.^ Of Carlyle’s cele- < 
brated estimate I speak in a later chapter (see pp. io8 fF.); 
references and acknowledgments are to be found in James 
MartineaUj F. A. J. Hort, Charles Kingsley and many other 
writers. The last testimony I shall here quote is that of Cole- 
rid ge’s most e mine nt theological disciple, Frederi ck Denisnn 
.Maurice, and I quote it at some length because it deals with 
matters specially germane to the ensuing discussion. The 
passage occurs in the Dedication of his book The Kingdom of 
Christ‘S to Derwent Coleridge; Maurice explains that his 
theme is the idea of a Church Universal founded on the very 
nature of God himself. How can all systems, sects and schools 
of thought contribute their quota to one which is larger and 
deeper than any one of them ? 

Tn preparing for the consideration of this great subject I have 
felt, with many others, that Mr Coleridge’s help has been invaluable 
to us. Nearly every thoughtful writer of the day would have taught 
us, t hat, the highest truths are those which li e_beyond the limits of i 
Experience, that the essential principles of the Reason are those 
which cannot be proved by syllogisms, that the evidence for them 
is the impossibility of admitting that which does fall under the law 
of experience, unless we recognize them as its foundation; nay, the 
impossibility of believing that we ourselves are, or that anything is, 
except upon these terms. The atheism of Hume has driven men to 
these blessed discoveries, and though it was your father’s honour, 
that he asserted them to an age and a nation which had not yet 
discovered the need of them, he certainly did not pretend, and no one 
■ should pretend, that he was the first reviver or expositor of them. 
But the application of these principles to Theology, I believe, we owe 
mainly to him. The power of perceiving that by the very law of the 
Reason the Knowledge of God must he given to it; that the moment 
it attempts to create its Maker, it denies itself ... I must acknow- 
ledge that I received from him.’ 

Though I have extracted this particular passage because of 
its relevance to what follows, I would add that the Dedication 

1 Cf. Apologia (Everyman ed.), p. 104, and The State of Religious Parties, in 
British Critic, April 1839, vol. xxv, p. 395. 

^ 1842 ed., p. xxv. 
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also t:on tain s m uch valua ble . critLciam-OH- other as p ects of 
’■ Cnlfiridge s work. Of the Btographia Literaria, for instance, 
Maurice remarks that it can greatly help any young reader 
who is puzzled by the problems of literary criticism, who is 
haunted ‘by a sense of the connexion between his own life 
and the books he reads’ or disturbed by dogmas about the 
worth or worthlessness of particular poems, or by attempts 
to set up ‘laws’ of art. The young reader will find in the 
Biographia Literaria no system, but something better — a 
thinker who is ‘feeling his way’ out of Associationism into 
an acknowledgment of that with which things are associated, 
and a critic who can enter into the spirit of an author without 
assuming to be his judge. In the history of Coleridge’^nind 
Maurice sees an epitome of the history of his agerXoflKdge 
is, indeed, representative of his own generation in that he 
himself, in his own personal development, evolved from thd 
eighteenth century to the nineteenth century standpoint. 
We must remember that Coleridge had originally been a 
materialist and a necessitarian of the school of Hartley, and 
a Unitarian of the school of Priestl^ I do not propose to 
speak in any detail of his earlier phases ; a few rough strokes 
must suffice to sketch the outline of his growth up to the 
time of his maturity. 


II. The Early Coleridge 

^the seminal principle, the original impulse, which was in 
hijn from childhood, was a sense of the Whole as a living 
unity, a sense of G od in all andallirnGod, a faith in a divine 
spiritual activity as the ground of all existence This faith, 
never really left him, though it was obscure(fror a while 
by other influences, and modified in successive stages by his 
contacts with other minds. His great dread was lest, losing 
his wholeness of vision, he should be constrained to view 
the universe merely as an assemblage of parts, ‘an immense 
heap of little things’. ‘ My mind feels as if it ached to behold 
and know something greats something one and indivisible' 
From the winter evening when, as a boy of eight years old, 
he had listened entranced to his father’s discourse about the 
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night sky, and from the time of his childish reading of fairy- 
' tales, ‘^my mind had been habituated to the Vast, and I never 
regarded my senses in any way as the criteria of my belief’. 

' Those who have been ‘rationally educated’, he said, seemed 
To want a sense- which I possess’. ^ 

Nevertheless we find him, as an undergraduate at Cam- 
bridge, professing ‘advanced’ philosophical and republican 
views, of the very kind which he afterwards repudiated. 
His rooms at Jesus College were a veritable left-wing cell 
of those days. He was, for instance, an ardent supporter of 
Mr Frend, a don who was deprived of his fellowship and 
banished from the university for his Arianism.V' I am a com- 
plet^l^ecessitarian he writes to Southey (Dec. ii, 1794), 
‘and understand tHe subject as well almost as Hartley him- 
^ self, but I go farther than I^rtley, and believe the corpore- 
' ality of thought, namely, that it is motion.’ He meets Hglcroft; 
He dines with Godwin — to whom (as to Priestley and Kos-' 
ciusko) he addresses a sonnet: 

*Nor will I not thy holy guidance bless 
And hymn thee, Godwin! with an ardent lay; 

For that thy voice, in Passion’s stormy day. 

When wild I roam’d the bleak Heath of Distress, 

Bade the bright form of Justice meet my way,-=- 
And told me that her name was Happiness.’ 

following Godwin’s lead, he teaches at this time that vice 
i s the effect of error, and the product of circumstances — 
amongst which must be numbered monarchy and ‘that 
leprous stain, nobility’. But better times are coming; France 
will deliver us : ‘ France ! whose crimes and miseries posterity 
will impute to us. France! to whom posterity will impute 
their virtues and happiness.’ For about a year from the time 
of his visit to Oxford and introduction to Southey, in June 
1 794, political interests predominat e in his letter s. The tone 
of his mind can be illustrated from the lett^ to Southey 
which begins: ‘S. T. Coleridge to R. Southey, Health and 
Republicanism to be ! ’ and continues : 


^ Letters (ed. E. H. Coleridge, 1895), vol. i, p. 16. 
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‘It is wrong, Southey! for a little girl with a half-famished sickly 
baby in her arms to put her head in at the window of an inn — 
“Pray give me a bit of bread and meat!” from a party dining on 
lamb, green peas and salad. Why? Because it is impertinent and 
obtrusive ! “I am a gentleman! and wherefore the clamorous voice 
of woe intrude upon mine ear?” My companion is a man of culti- 
vated, though not vigorous understanding; his feelings are all on the 
side of humanity; yet such are the unfeeling remarks, which the 
lingering remains of aristocracy occasionally prompt.' ^ 

He appends some lines from a poem entitled Perspiration, 

A Travelling Eclogue, of which the following are a sample : 

‘The dust flies smothering, as on clatt’ring wheel 
Loath’d aristocracy careers along.’ 

'iln the same letter we have the first mention of ' ^^antiso- 
which, as is well known, was a scheme intended to 
realize the principles of Political Justice without delay. It 
was, indeed, a variant orTIato’s plan for the immediate 
establishment of the just State. The philosophic rulers, it 
will be remembered, ‘regarding justice as the greatest and 
most necessary of things’, were to begin by sending out 
into the country all who were over ten years of age, and by 
taking possession of their children, who would be unaffected 
by the habits of their parents : these they would train in the 
'Iprinciples of justice. ‘Yes’, says Glaucon; ‘I think, Socrates, 
that you have very well described how, if ever, such a con- 
■ stitution might come into being.’ JThe Pantisocrats, on the 
other hand, a^ denizens of a vast modern nation-state, had. • 
no alternative but to remove themselves from it, and foucd 
their own Republic on the banks of the Susquehann^. The 
best general account of their intentions is given by Xhomas 
Poole, in a letter dated Sept. 22, 1794: ‘Twelve gentlemen 
of good education and liberal principles’, he says, ‘are to 
embark with twelve ladies in April next’, and fix their abode 
j ‘ in a delightful part of the new back settlements ’ . The labour 
of each man, for two or three hours a day, would suffice to 
support the colony, and the produce would be common 
property. There was to be a good library, and the ample 

^ Ibtd., p. 72. 
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r A recent critic has referred to the. distinction as ‘ cele- 
[biated_hiit-useless’. ‘Celebrated’ we know it to be; its ‘use- 
fulness’, however, cannot be determined without raising 
some important questions. Are we interested in enquiring j 
into the nature of poetry, and the ways in which it comes to j 
be written } ©o we wish to think seriously of poetry as in 
some sense an approach to truth? Has it any significant 
relationship with life in general? What place can we give 
it in our scheme of values ? And if we decide that poetry can 
make a vital contribution to the good life, how can we deter- 
mine which are the best kinds of poetry? It seems to me. 
that C oleridge’s distinction can be ‘useful’, not by furnish-' 
ing us with final or explicit answers to such questions, but 
b y deep ening and enriching our understanding of their 
meaning. It is natural and right that questions like these 
should occasionally be asked, and it would be surprising if 
the greatest of our poet-critics had no light to throw upon 


can best begin by reminding ourselves of the passage 
'inthe Biographic Literaria, chapter iv, where Coleridge 
descri bes the birjth of his own idea. It came to him, we 
fin^ as a direct result of his discovery of Wordsworth’s 
poetry; here was a new poet, speaking with a superiority 
of accent which linked him with the great poets 'of a 
former age. To what was that superiority due ? what wa s’, 
i t that lifted Words worth above the eighteenth ^^fenturyj 
level, and placed him wfth Shakespeare or MiltoiTF Alre^y,) 
while an undergraduate at Cambridge, Coleridge had 
been greatly impressed by the D escrip tive Sketches-, ‘seldom, 
if ever’, he writes, ‘was the emergence of^n original 
poetic geni]^ above the literary horizon more evidently 
announcedJ^But two years later came a more memorable 
experience 


‘I was in my twenty-fourth year, when I had the happiness of 
knowing Mr Wordsworth personally, and while memory lasts, I 
shall hardly forget the sudden effect produced on my mind, by his 
recitation of a manuscript poem [afterwards incorporated in Gmlt 
and Sorrow].' 
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'What struck Coleridge in this poem was not so much the 
‘freedom from false taste’; it was 

u nion of deep feeling with profound thought: the fine balance 
j of truth in observing, with the imaginative feculty in modifying the 
j objects observed; and above all the original gift of spreading the 
' tone, the atmosphere, and with it the depth and height of the ideal 
' world aiound forms, incidents, and situations, of which, for the 
* common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had dried up the 

‘ sparkle and the dewdrops.’^ 

,1 

This peculiar excellence, he goes on to tell us, ‘ I m sooner 
felt than I sought to understand’ — a phrase which (we may 
note in passing) epitomizes Coleridge’s distinctive quality 
as a critic |^he firs t feels-keenly, and then tries to understand 
^yyhat-^e-has felt.,^ 

‘ Repeated meditations led me first to suspect (and a more intimate 
' analysis of the human faculties . . . matured my conjecture into full 
I j^onviction) that i^cy andjmagination were two distinct and widely 
Indifferent faculties, instead of being, according to the general belief,, 
either two names with one meaning, or, at furthest, the lower and 
higher degree of one and the same power.*') 

It is well known that when Coleridge felt himself con- 
fronted by an important duty he instinctively shrank from it. 
or postponed its performance to a more auspicious occasion. 
Hence his endless digressions and asides, both in writing 
and in conversation, and hence his habit of scattering his 
most pregnant remarks in marginalia or footnotes, where he 
j could say the vital thing tanquam aliud agendo. Unfortun- 
ately this desynonymizing of Fancy and Imagination seemed 
to him a supremely important task, and he accordingly shies 
off at a tangent whenever he approaches it. We have there- 
fore to be content with hints and glimpses, and mu^ piece 
together his meaning from several scattered passage^All he 
vouchsafes here is that Milto n had a ‘highly imaginat ive’ 
jand Cow ley a ‘YtryJ^ct fu T'~^rL&, that the distinction is 
analogous' to t hat" between and man ia that it 

■^an~F'F illustrated by contrasting Otway’ft ling 
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‘Lutes, lobsters, seas of milk and ships of amber 


^ith Shakespeare’s 

‘What! have his daughters brought him to this pas s ? */ 


These interesting suggestions are here left undeveloped, but 
they foreshadow the fuller account in* chapter xiii and in the 
Shakespeare Lectures\ft#f' delirium the mind pours forth its 
contents incoherently, That is, with no unifying principle to 
order its sequences save the law of association ; in mania, the 
mind, obsessed by a fixed idea, sees and interprets all things 
in relation to that idea, and so has (though in a morbid form) 
a co-ordinating powelt^^f we translate disease into health^ 
d eliri um becomes FancJy, and mania Imagination: Fancyj 
assernbling and juxtaposing images without fusing tEem j 
Imagination moulding them into a new whole in the heat of 
aDredommant passion. • ''' ^ 

f'^We may now turn t o^ chapter xi ji, where Coleridge, face 
to face at last with his central problem,’ and alarmed by his 
own chapter heading: ‘On the imagination, or esemplastic 
power’, slips lizard-like into a thicket of learned excerpts, 
and vanishes from sight, leaving in our hands his tail only — 
a letter from himself to himself about his forthcoming master- 
piece. But tJie tail is not without a sharp point— the last two 
.paragraphs, and these we must now inspec^ First, what of 
the distinct on here introdused between the' jwo kinds of 
Tmaginatior, the Priipary and the Secondary!^ I fear that' 
some’ readei s are misled by the oracular sublimity of Cole- 
ridge’s definition of the former i,‘Xhe primary Imagination 
1^ declares in oft-quoted words),"^ — ^ ~ 

‘I hold to be the living Power and priipe Agent of all human . 

Perception, and as a repetition in the^nite mind of the eternal ac^ 

of creation in the infinite I AM J. , Uo-IiIa* 

This is net to be dismissed as metaphysical babble; a] 
weight of thought, indeed a whole philosophy, lies beneath' 
each phrases ^Coleridge is here summarizing the great 
struggle and victory of his life — his triumph over the old 

'Coleridge misq notes Otway, who actually wrote : 

‘ Ij.utes, laurels, seas of milk and ships of amber.’ 
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tradition of Locke and Hartley, which had assumed that the 
mind in perception was wholly passive, ‘ a lazy looker-on on 
an external world ’.^(We should here recall the letter to Poole, 
written in March i8oi, in which Coleridge announces the 
overthrow of ’‘the doctrine of association as taught by 
Hartley,^d with it all the irreligious metaphysics of modern 
infidels ’fThe mind, he now teaches, works actively in the 
mere actof'perception ; it knows its objects not by passive 
reception, but by its own energy and under its own necessary 
forms; indeed, it knows not mere objects as such, but itself 

in the objects 

) ‘If the mind be not passive^ if it be indeed made in God’s Image, 
and that, too, in the sublimest sense, the Image of the Creator^ there 
is ground for suspicion that any system built on the passiveness of 
the mind must be false, as a system.’ ^ 


In speaking thus of the Primary Imagination, then,' Cole- 
ridge is affirmin'g that the m ind is esse ntial ly and i tiMeter- 
ately creative^ Ve receive but what w e g iv>»*,, and in the 
Commonest every3^ actJ of perception we ar s making our 
|bwn world.'We make it, indeed, not ex nihilo, but out of the 
influxes proceeding from Nature, or as Coleridge preferred 
to say, ‘the infinite I AM’.vWhatever we perceive is what 
we have made in response to these stimuli: perc eption is an 
aptivity of t^ mind, not a merely mechanical r^jgistering of 
impressions^However (and this is now the pqiut to be 
phasized), ii-iV the Secondary Imagination, not ? he Primary, 
which he proceeds to contrast with Fancy; 4 t.is_tFie Secondary 
Imagination which is at work in the making d ’ poetryPFor 
how d6es it operate ? 

‘ '^It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to n create ... it 

stiuggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially « tal, even as all \ 
,Jobjects {as objects) are essentially fixed and dead .*”]p'^ 

Here speaks the seer, the poet and the romanti •; not content 
with the automatic ‘poetry’ which we all crea e, and which 
we call the world of everyday appearances, he would trans- 
cend this for a vision more intense, more true, tlfian is afforded 


1 Letters, vol. i, p. 352. 
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by the light of common da y.^hc daily routine world mayi 
be the pro duct of a faculty essentially creative-^ndeed, in 
opposition to Locke and Hartley, Coleridge asse’rts that it is 
— -yet i_n jts elf it is cold and inani mate, filled only with ‘ the 
many shapes of joyless daylight*. As Sidney had expressed 
it in his Apolozie,\ i^ atu re’s world is brazen, ‘the poets only 
deliver a fro Men’. T o retain the Midas-^ouch, to be con-i 
stantly in possession of the transforming power, this for 
Coleridge meant life, and joy, and triumph ; to lose it meant 
failure and spiritual dy^th, the reduction of existence to a 
state of somnambulism iVn which we languish amidst 

‘The repetitions weaiisome of sense 
Where soul is dead, and feeling hath no place.’ 

[Wordsworth, Excursion, iv, 620.] 

Coleridge knew all too well the misery of this condition; it 
wj^ the mood of dejection which he describes in the Ode of 
that title, where, like Wordsworth (but without the Words- 
worthian compensation), he laments the passing of the 
visionary gleam : 

And would we aught behold, of higher worth. 

Than that inanirtlate cold world allowed 
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd. 

Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth 
^ A light, a glory, a fail luminous cloud 
Enveloping the Earth. . . .’ 

we ask, then, what it is which the Secondar y Imagination 
mu^ dissolve, diffu se, and dissipate, the ans wer is g iven , 
hereMt is The ‘ inan imate cold world ' of the P rim ary Imagin- 
aDpn; all thaTis allowed to the daily, prosaic consciousness 
of average humanity, and to poets themselves when power 
deserts them.' I shall say a word more on this topic later, but] 
I would suggest here, in passing, that this desire (as Words- 
worth expresses it) 

‘for something loftier, more adorned. 

Than is the commoh aspect, daily garb 
Of human Life’ [Prelude, v, 

is no mere romantic escapism, though it may sometimes 
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take that form; it is the originating impulse of poets at al, 
times (including our own time), and not merely of poets, 
l^ut of seers and saints and scientists as well — of all whose 
task it is to fight the habit of 

i‘ Viewing all objects unremittingly 
In disconnection dead and spiiitless.’ 

[^Excursion, iv, 961.] 

The Im agination, th en (we may no w dro p t he word^ 
^secondary’), is the mmd^in Its __highest state of creative 
insight and ale rtness ; its acts are acts of growth, and display 
themselves in breaking down the hard commonplaceness 
which so easily besets us, and in remoulding this stubborn 
raw material into new and living wholes.JyVnd now, what of 
These are Coleridge’s well-known words: 

‘ Fancy ,_o n the contrary , has n o othe r counters to play with, but 
fixities and defini tes. The Fancy is indeed no other than a mode of 
Memory emancipated from the ordgr of time and space. . . . But 
equally with the ordinary memorjf the* Fancy must receive all its 
materials ready made from thelaw of association.’ 

In so far as it involves acts of selection and of arrangement 
(‘that empirical phenomenon of the will, which we express 
by the word Choice ’), Fani:y is on a higher level than mere 
perception or mere memory. But it is below Imagination in 
that, instead of making all things new, it merely constructs 
'patterns out of ready-made materials, ‘fixities and definites’. 
k ju xtaposes imag es, Imt does not fuse them into unity; its 
products are like mechanical mixtures (as of salt with iron 
filings), in which the ingredients, though close together, 
remain the same as when apart; whereas those of Imagina- 
tion are like chemical compounds (say, of sodium and 
chlorine), in which the ingredients lose their separate identi- 
ties in a new substance, composed of them indeed, hut 
differing from them both^We may fitly use, as an illustra- 
tion, the two passages '^oted by Coleridge himself from 
Venus and Adonis^ on which Dr I. A. Richards has ably 
commented in his Coleridge on the Imagination. The first, 
illustrating Jlancy, is : 

16 
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‘Full gently now she takes him by the hand, 

A lily prison’d in a gaol of snow, 

Or ivoiy in an alabaster band; 

So white a friend engiits so white a foe.’ 

On this Dr Richards observes that the activity of putting 
together these images is, as Coleridge has said, that of 
choice, ‘an empirical phenomenon of the will’; it is ‘an 
exercise of selection from amongst objects already supplied 
by association, a selection made for purposes which are not 
then and therein being shaped, but have beeP already fixed’. 
‘Lily’ and ‘snow’, ‘ivory’ and ‘alabaster’, are d^^n out 
from the storehouse of memory and juxtaposed, *Dut the] ■ 
remain themselves, not passing into each other, nor becom 
ing"one with the hamjs of Vehus and Adc?nis with whicl 
they are'Compared. e mray note here another remark, of 
Coleridge on Fancy: rS^images, he says, ‘liaveno connexion, 
natQra\ or morali, tput are yoked together kf? port ’ey 
( "means of some accidental coincidence’ (Table Talk, June 23, 
1834). Many of the conceits of the IV^Staphy^ical poets, and 
_pf some modern poets, could be classified in Jhis way aa 
. fanciful : for instance Donne’s comparison o( his mistress’^ 
hair with his own spinal cord, or Herbert’s comparison of 
his sins with rocks in the stream of the Redeemer’s bloo^ 
Two other examples, one serious and one frivolous, may 
serve to clarify the point: 

(a) ‘So, when the Sun in bed. 

Curtain’d with cloudy red. 

Pillows his chin upon an Orient wave.’ 

[Milton, Ode, On the Morning of Nativity^ 

[b) ‘And, like a lobster boiled, the morn 

From black to red began to turn.’ 

, [Butler’s Hudibras] 

The juxtapositions of ‘chin’ and ‘pillow’ with ‘Sun’ and 
‘Orient wave’, and of the boiling lobster with dawn, are 
■^products of the faculty which, in another phrase of Cole- 
ridge’s, hyinga together ‘images dissimilar -the. mawi-by 
'some one point or more of likeness’. In neither example is 
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there any plastic stress shaping the images into one; the 
p^ts are not a situation nor compelling us to do so. 

T^ leridge’s second Shakespearean example, illustrating 
.(tnagination, is this : 

‘Look! how a bright star shooteth from the sky. 

So glides he in the night from Venus’ eye.’ 

rlis comment is : 

‘How many images and feelings are here brought together with- 
out effort and without discord — ^the beauty of Adonis — the rapidity 
of his flight — the yearning yet helplessness of the enamoured gazer 
— and a shadowy ideal character thrown over the whole.’ 

This is ‘imaginative’, according to Coleridge, because 
Shakespeare is here seen in the act of realizing, making real 
to himself and to us, the departure of Adonis from Venus; 
the fall of the shooting star and the flight of Adonis become 
one Jn a flash of creative vision, and are henceforth insepar- 
ablcjJOr take a well-known line from The Merchant of 
Venice : 

‘How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank!’ 

In saying that the moonlight ‘sleeps’, Shakespeare has said 
an imaginative thing ; the more one dwells upon the metaphor, 
the more intimate become the links between sleep and moon- 
light — silence, the prone position of sleeper and moonlit 
bank, tranquillity, unconsciousness, a trance-like or en- 
chanted state ; Shakespeare has seen that all these (and more) 
are qualities which sleep and moonlight have in common, and 
in a single word he has made them permanently one. Here 
is a final pair of illustrations, taken this time from Keats : 

(Fancy) ‘When Cynthia smiles upon a summer’s night, 

And peers among the cloudlets jet and white, 

As though she were reclining in a bed 
Of bean blossoms, in heaven freshly shed.’ 

ITo Charles Cowden Clarke'] 

(Imagination) ‘. . . the moon, lifting her silver rim 
Above a cloud, and with a gradual swim 
Coming into the blue with all her light.’ 

[7 stood tiptoe . . .] 
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I suggest that the first passage is fanciful, because in spite 1 1 
of the curiosa felicitas of the comparison (it is based upon 
accurate observation), moonlit cloudlets do not really fuse 
with bean blossoms, chequered though they both are. The 
black-and-white is their only link; the warmth and scent of 
the beanfield and all its suggestions of summer daytime and 
luxury are unwanted here, whereas in Imagination all the 
essential qualities of the images are made to interpenetrate, 
dn the second passage I think this actually happens; the 
keyword is ‘swim’, which is emphasized by its position at 
the end of the line. Here everything connected with the 
movement of a swimmer is apt and relevant to the moon: 
slow, smooth, steady, purposive motion, and motion in a 
blue, liquid medium (the night sky is well realized as a sea, 
with clouds as islands). It is significant that when Keats is 
treating the moon thus imaginatively he does not need to 
calUjer Cynthia. 

yrhe Imagination was concerned not merely in the creation 
ofTIving metaphor (as in the examples quoted above) ; as the 
coadunating, shaping power its function was to see all things 
as one, and the one in all things. It was typically displayed 
i n ‘t he balance or reconcilement of opposite or discordant 
qualities’. What discordant qualities? Here are some givenj 
by C oleri dgp ; ‘ a sense of novelty and freshness with old and 
familiar objects ’ ; ‘ a more than usual state of emotion with 
more than usual order’; ‘to make the external internal, the 
internal external, to make nature thought, and thought 
nature ’ ; ‘ sameness with difference’ ; ‘ truth in observing with 
jthe imaginative faculty in modifying the object observed’; 
‘reducing multitude to unity’ or ‘succession to an instant’. 
These are all modes of the fundamental imaginative activity : 
dissolving in order to re-create, struggling to idealize and to 
unify ‘dead’ objects. Objects, taken as such, are fixed and 
dead, but it is the uncreative mind which fixes and kills them. 

I They need not be so taken; when imaginatively seen they 
can be vitalized with an energy which comes indeed from 
I within the mind, but which is also, mysteriously, their oto« 
'life so revealed. The cold w orld of objects will not seem alive 
unl e ss the p oet takes the inifiative. 
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‘Extremes meet’ was a favourite maxim with Coleridge; 
indeed, he saw in the interpenetration of opposites the very 
\meaning and inmost process of existence. Life itself, ab- 
Istractly considered, consists in the tension between polar 
'cTpposites, the One becoming the Many, and the Many being 
resolved into the One. J Subj e ct’ an d ‘Object’ coalesce in 
‘^nowing ; and in Art, Nature becomes Thought and Thought 
•Nature. 

‘Every power in nature and in spiiit must evolve an opposite, as 
the sole means and condition of its manifestation: and all opposition 
is a tendency to re-union. . . . The identity of thesis and antithesis is 
the substance of all being. ... It is the object of mechanical, 
atomistic philosophy to confound synthesis with synartesis, or rather 
with mere juxtaposition of corpuscles separated by invisible inter- 
spaces.’ 1 

Coleridge must needs postulate a Faculty: .Imagination (or 
Reason, as we shall see later), whose _sj)ecial‘IuS^Sh it is .to 
sej^arts as a whole, _and th^wKoH in ffe parts. It is not 
siirprlimg, then, to find that, as a critic, Coleridge conceives 
himself to be engaged in uniting opposites in a new syn- 
thesis, or, as he puts it, ‘acting the arbitrator between the 
plcLschool and the new school He wished to preserve what 
was valuable in the ‘classical’ tradition, while infusing into 
lit the new life and passion of his own age.jin that concluding 
passage of the Biografhia Literaria (ch. xiv) from which I 
have already quoted phrases, ‘classical’ and ‘romantic’ are 
reconciled and transcended : Coleridge welcomes the passion 
and the life, but he will have it expressing itself in a greater, 
not a less, degree of organization — ‘ a more than usual state 
of emotion’ with ‘more than usual order’, ‘the individual’ 
with ‘the representative’, ‘judgment ever awake and steady 
self-possession’ with ‘enthusiasm and feeling profound or 
vehement’. 

The fusion of subject and ohj^< ; -t in the.act of imagination 
may be attained in a. number of w^s, though all may be 
reduced to the ‘ baj^ce or reconcilement of opposite or dis-^ 
cordant qualities ^For instance,' while Shakespeare ‘darts 

’ The Friend (Bohn ed.], pp. 57-8, n. - Letters, vol, i, p. 387. 
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himself forth, and passes into all the forms of human char- 
acter and passion’, Milton ‘attracts all forms and things into 
himself, into the unity of his own ideal. All things and modes 
of action shape themselves anew in the being of Milton; 
while Shakespeare becomes all things, yet for ever remaining 
himself’ {Biog. Lit.^ ch. xv). In both poets, though in op- 
posite ways, the external becomes internal, and the internalj 
external. ^gain, both Coleridge and Wordsworth make use 
of the antithesis of ‘ sameness with difference ’, or ‘ similitude 
with dissimilitude’, in their theories of metrical language — 
language which is at once ‘the same’ as, yet other than, the 
language of ‘speech’. Coleridge applies the principle in hi^ 
p^chological account of the origin of metre; here, the 
‘Balance of antagonists’ lies between which demands 
anieightened mode of utterance, and wi/!^ which seeks to 
master and ‘hold in check the workings of passion’. Out of 
this interpenetration of passion and will springs that organ- 
ization, that ‘ordonnance’ of language which we call metre. 
But he applies it still more widely to the whole relation be- 
tween subject-matter and treatment, where the synthesis is 
to be sought in ‘the balance of truth in observing with the 
imaginative faculty in modifying the object observed’/ This 
‘ balance ’, first noted by Coleridge as the distinctive mark of 
Wordsworth’s poetry (see above, p. 12), is the topic of 
several celebrated passages in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads 
and in the Biographia Literaria, where the aim of both poets 
is said to be to combine the truth of Nature with the modi- 
fying colours of the Imagination. Moonlight or sunset over 
a ‘known and familiar landscape’ proved an apt symbol for 
the imaginative act as they conceived it; hence, perhaps, the 
prevalence of the moon in their poetry of 1798. Everyone 
knows Coleridge’s statement of Wordsworth’s purpose, a 
statement which deepens the principle of sameness-and- 
difference into the notion of awakened insight into the life 
[of common things : 

• h 

‘j:o give the charm of novelty to things of every day, and to excite 
a Reeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind’s 
attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the loveli- 
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ness and the wondeis of the world before us; an inexhaustible 
treasure, but for which, in consequence of the film of familiarity 
and selfish solicitude, we have eyes, yet see not, eais that hear not, 
and hearts that neither feel nor understand 


't'he ‘colouring’ without the ‘tr uth of N ature’ could yield 
nothing"^utlfanciful kaleidoscope-patterns; ‘Nature’ alone, 
on the other hand, would be inanimate and cold. The au- 
thentic miracle occurred only when mind and matter, Ima- 
gination and observation, fused together to produce that 
which was neither the one nor the other, but both at once: 

living c ompound, not a m echanical mixture. It is note- 
wr or thy that The sense of noveTty and freshness" with old and 
familiar objects’ could be achieved especially by carrying on 
‘the feelings of childhood into the powers of manhood’, by 
•combining ‘ the child’s sense of wonder and novelty with the 
•'appearances, which every day for perhaps forty years had 
rendered familiar’. The power to do this, Coleridge believes, 
IS 'the character and privilege of genius, and (me of the 
marks which distinguish genius from talents’,^ How dis- 
tinctive this view is of Coleridge’s period may be gauged 
by imagining what, say, Ben Jonson, Dryden, Boileau or 
Dr Johnson would have thought of it. 

/ The specific function of the ‘ esemplastic ’ or ‘ coa di i n a ti n g- ’ 
/faculty — the one- m aking or ^sh^ing’ jower^is the fusion 
I of the many into one: its energy is eminently seen, as Cole- 
ridge puts it, in t^ reducing of multitude to unity or suc- 
^cession to an instant. And this in turn is a form S' the fusion 
of subject and object, since the usual mode of its operation 
is the subordination of the multitude of ‘ things’ to a pre- 
dominant mood in the poet. Examples of these aspects of 
Imaginatbn could be collected from any of the major poets : 
ej|^(multitude to unity) 

As when far oiF at sea a fleet descried 
Hangs in the clouds, by equinoctial winds 
Close sailing from Bengala ’ . . 

[Paradise t.BSt, i, 636.] 

t Btog. Lit., ch. XIV, Shawcross ed., vol. ii (1907), p. 6, 

2 Jbtd , vol. i, p 59. 
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or 


‘the visible scene 

Would ^nter unawares into his mind 
With all its solemn imagery, its rocks. 

Its woodsj and that uncertain heaven received 
Into the bosom of the steady lake 

’[tJfwJswvi'Ai. t -a Srt^, Tj* .T, 


or (succession to instant) 

‘The fierce confederate storm 
Of sorrtjw barricadoed ever more 
Within the walls of cities 

{^Excursion, Prospectus, 78.] 


or (both at once) 

‘And all that mighty heart is lying still-’ 

[So/met on Westininster Bridge] 


All these extracts probably illustrate also the-Subord mation 
QjLlilMltiplicity to the poet’s mood; this is perhaps more 
clearly seen in 

‘ 'The moving waters at their priestlike task 
Of pure ablution round earth’s human shores 

fKeats, Bright S^r]_ 


orlin 

‘April is the cruellest month, breeding 
Lilacs oUt of the dead land. . . 

[The Waste Landjj 

But every reader must test Coleridge for himself; whoever 
will do so attentively, will generally find his understanding 
of the creative process deepened and clarified. 

1— -Ttf^rasp the signi ficance of Fancy in this wider context, 
we must rememlber” that jn Coleridge s view tile mentsf* 
habits of the previ ous c entui 7 liact~fes ulted ~ih~the ex clusion 
nf Tniggina tion frptn poetry. Since^Milton, poets had. on the 
wH^ ceased'to maintain the creative interchange between 
min^ and object, and had been content to use ready-made 
material created iu earlier, more imaginative times, or at 
best to say supreinelyiwell what had been greatly imagined 
by others, but less perfectly uttered. As we have seen, Jhj 
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fessence of the Imagin ation was that it inv olved the poet’ s 
j^ole ?ou] in a creative act; Fancy merely used t he re sults 
m previous activi^. this, for Coleridge, was the only kind 
of poetic activity possible in the eighteenth century climate ; I 
it had taken the form of selecting images from older poets — 
from the ancients, from Milton, and later from Celtic, Norse 
or mediaeval sources. ‘The Gothic’ was at first fancifully 
used rather than imaginatively, but it helped, in virtue of its 
unfamiliarity, to evoke new imaginative life. It encouraged 
the poet (in a phrase of Mrs__Ra^cliffe,) ‘ to. send forward , a 
transfor ming eye into the dist ant ob scmjty’. If we remind 
oufsilves of the age'Tn’which ColeriSge lived, we shall not 
wonder that imdons of life, growth and transformation were 
in the ascendant.Un the first half of the eighteenth century 
Ke was conducted, on the whole, within a framework which 
fwas accepted as fixed and final. Fixities and definites were 
Ithe order of the day: in society, the appointed hierarchy; in 
religion, thp establishment; in Nature, the admirable order 
with its Chain of Being and its gravitational nexus which 
was mirrored in humanity by ‘self-love and social’; in art, 
the rules and the proprieties. The aim of p olitics, religion . 
ajjd philosophy was not to transfofmTBut to_denLonsIraJte and , 
confirm jxisfin^erfectidhTtSe^m'bf poetry was to decorate. | 
But '^th the oriset~bf'Uic revolutionary age all' this was 
iltered ; th e fixities yielded to flux, mechanicg^ to Ijfe and 
organism, order to process, antftfie im^injtive mouldings 
of the poets~rgffe'Cted xm the Ideal ~^an e tKe ^eat~ socp il 
changes wEIch we re p roceeding' on tM materfaT level. 'Life, 
and growth, and consciousness — thdse'vefy mysteries which 
had never fitted comfortably into the mechanical scheme, 
now came into their own. Poets cojild feel, js seldorn ^for^ 
and hardly smee, that they were allies of the ascendanlforqfts, 
the leaders an^ legislators of mankind, ins tead of bein g 
eleganftriftefS OTTefugees" fro nTfeality : 

‘O pleasant exercise of hope and joy! 

For mighty were the auxiliars which then stood 

Upon our side, us who were strong in love'’ 

Within the life-span of Wordsworth and Coleridge most of 
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this transforming energy of love and hope was deflected by 
events from political into imaginative and ideal channels ; the 
soul comforted itself for political disillusionment by exulting 
in its own ‘ mighty and almost divine powers’ (Wordsworth, 
1815 Preface). Nothing, it seemed, could be more important 
than exertions of such powers, nothing more satisfying than 
their results — so satisfying, that they could only be expressed 
in terms of ‘ Truth’. For the human mind, for better or worse, 
does call by the name of Truth whatever deeply satisfies, as 
well as that which, on the practical level, is found to work. 
But — and this is_ where Fancy comes in again — not all such 
transformations were found to satisfy; there were those which 
merely amused or titillated, as well as those vchich seemed 
meaningful. The first were fanciful, the second imaginative. 
The business of the Imagination was not to generate chim- 
aeras and fictions — the imaginary — but to ‘disimprison the 
soul of fact’ . ‘■’S^hat the imagination s eizes as b eauty must be 
Truth ’, says Keat?. "^^hy must if One can" only reply in such 
terins as Wdf 3 sworth’s, that when the mind of man is 
‘wedded to the universe’, and works ‘subservient strictly to 
external things’, the creation ‘which they with blended 
might accomplish’ does, in fact and in experience, produce a 
sense of something seen, something truly realized. Of course, 
there will be a metaphysical way of putting this, and naturally 
I we find it in Coleridge : the- world is really alive, and not; 
j the life we project into it meets a life which is already 

there, and t here is a mysterious link between man and 
Nature, whereby man, in moulding Nature, can be unfolding 
N^ure in the direction of its own striving. ‘Dare I add’, 
says he, ‘ that genius must act on the feeling that body is. 
but a striving to become mind — that it is mind in its| 
essence ! ’ ^ But whatever the metaphysical validity of what is 
seen by the visionary light, it remains important for us that 
.the soul should be able to project upon the world ‘ the light , 
th^ glory, the fair lumm ous cloud_’ . It is only in dejection 
that the world seems cold and inanimate ; if it can be trans- 
figured (and the poets know that it can), then why say that 
the cold world is the real, the true world ? Meanwhile, when 

1 On Poesy or Art, in Sha^cross, op. cit., ^ol li, p. *58. 
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joy and vision fail, there is always the metaphysical consola- 
tion that perhaps Nature is not naturata after all — not really 
fixed and dead, that it is naturans, alive and growing, and 
ready to yield its secret to the eye that brings with it the 
means of seeing. 

I cannot therefore agree with those who call the Fancy- 
Imagination distinction ‘celebrated but useless’. It seems to 
me to point, not only to an observable difference between 
kinds of poetry, but to a profound distinction in our ways of 
responding to experience. In our own time the task of poets 
has become harder than ever; they must resist and subdue a 
world far colder and more hostile than Coleridge’s. But some 
of them are doing it, even if each poem must I)e ‘j, fresh, start 
and a jfesh kind of failure’; and we can still use Coleridge’s 
theory to distinguish between those who are genuinely per- 
forming this task and those who are merely using bygone 
modes to produce what is superficially or academically 
pleasing. Let us say, in conclusion, that po p oetic output 
ijdemonstrates the distinction more strikingly, than Coleridge’s 
owf.~The difference between his ‘great three’ poems and 
most oF his other verse is so extraordinary that it can only be 
called a difference in kind, and only accounted for on the 
Isupposition that in them he was using faculties and powers 
[which lay dormant at other times. Professor Lowes has 
demonstrated that in the ‘great three’ poems the images 
stored in Coleridge’s mind had undergone alchemical change 
by being plunged in the deep well of his subconsciousness, 
whereas elsewhere they are merely produced by a deliberate 
choice of the will, and rhetorically juxtaposed. Today we talk 
familiarly about the subconscious, and think we are speaking 
more scientifically than our predecessors who discoursed 
about ‘the soul’. But the difference remains valid, however 
we describe it or account for it, between poetry which is 
merely made or contrived in the top layer or the con- 
sciousness and that which springs from the energy of the 
poet’s whole being, and in us (the readers) ‘calls the 
whole soul into activity, with the subordination of the 
faculties to each other according to their several worth and 
dignity’. 
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IV. Reason and Understanding 

This distinction between kinds of poetry has become so 
familiar that we may forget that we owe the perception of it 
to Coleridge. But we must now ask, why did Coleridge-think. 
ir so imp nrtant .? It was important for him because, as Words- 
worth said, ‘ to hi m the unity of all.had been revealed’; he^ . 
was of that rare'crassl)f minds which cannot contemplate an) 
one thing without becoming aware of its relation to every- 
thing else.' For Coleridge, any important thought or dis- 
Itinction in one field must have its counterpart in another, 
^nd in every other. The Fancy-Imagination antithesis is not 
merely the product of literary sensitiveness in Coleridge, 
though it may have taken its origin from this; it is also a 
vital stage in his life-and-death struggle against the mechani- 
cal materialism of the eighteenth century .y He needed the 
distinction, that is, not merely to show why one line of 
Shakespeare is superior to another, or why Milton and 
Wordsworth are superior to Cowley or Gray, but also be- 
cause it was essential to his campaign against what he called 
the ‘philosophy of death’. Coleridge became convinced that 
the tradition of Descartes and Locke had ‘ untenanted Crea- 
tion of its God’, and substituted 

‘a univeise of death 

For that which moves with light and life informed. 

Actual, divine, and true.’ 

Speaking of the modern scientific and commercial spirit, 

I he says : ‘ We have purchased a few brilliant inventions at the 
^ I loss of all communion with life and the spirit of nature.’ This 
protest of the imaginative consciousness against the scientific 
.‘neutralization of nature’ — a protest which is one of the 
deepest meanings of Romanticism — has been vehemently 
repeated by the arch- Romantic of our own_century,-D^H. 
T,.awrenrp.; ‘Give me the mystery!’ he cries, ‘and let the 
world live again for me 1 ’ Or, 

‘The universe is dead for us, and how is it to come alive again ? 

“Knowledge” has killed the sun, making it a ball of gas with spots ; 
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“Knowledge” has killed the moon — it is a dead little earth fretted 
with extinct craters as with smallpox; the machine has killed the 
earth for us. . . . How, out of all this, are we to get back the grand 
orbs of the soul’s heavens, that fill us with unspeakable joy? How 
are we to get back Apollo, and Attis, Demcter, Persephone, and the 
halls of Dis ? We’ve got to get them back, for they are the world oui 
soul, our greater consciousness, lives in. The world of reason and 
science . . . this is the dry and sterile little world the abstracted mind 
inhabits . . . the two ways of knowing, for man, are knowing in 
terms of apartness, which is mental, rational, scientific, and knowing 
in terms of togetherness, which is religious and poetic.’ ^ 

This ‘ knowing in terms of togetherness ’ is very much what 
Coleridge claimed for Imagination in poetry, and for Reason 
in religion and ethics. ‘ The modern mind he wrote in The 
Statesman's Manual^ ‘has become infected with the contagion 
of its mechanic philosophy.’ With the words of Lawrence in 
our minds, let us turn to Coleridge’s diagnosis of the spiritual 
maladies of England since the Glorious Revolution. It 
appears in phrases like these (taken from The Friend)'. 
‘Mechanical philosophy’ ^ ‘a system of natural rights in- 
stead of social and hereditary privileges’; ‘Imagination ex- 
cluded from poesy’; ‘The wealth of nations substituted for 
the well-being of nations and of man’; or these (from The 
Constitution of Church and State)', ‘The guess-work of general 
consequences substituted for moral and political philosophy’ ; 
‘ The true historical feeling, the immortal life of the nation, 
generation linked to generation by faith, freedom, heraldry, 
and ancestral fame, languishing and giving place to the 
superstitions of wealth and newspaper reputation’. Law- 
rence’s ‘two ways of knowing’ appear in Coleridge under 
the designation of Reas on and Understanding, a_distinction 
as central in his religious and ethical thought as that of 
1 Imagination and Fancy in his literary theory. Indeed, it is 
a the same distinction transposed into another key, Reason 
i |being to Understanding what Imagination is to Fancy. It is 
^’important to grasp the meaning of the Reason-Understand- 
‘ ing distinction and its relation to Imagination-Fancy ; nothing 

' A Propos of Lady Chatterlef s Louer (1930), p. 54. 
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better illustrates the unity and scope of Coleridge’s thought 
than this: that with him a literary distinction cannot remain 
that and nothing more, but must pass into an antithesis of 
two contrasted world-views. He. gives meanings of his own 
to ‘Reason’ and ‘U^erstanding’, which are not those of 
ordinary parlance - yR^.^snn is ‘ the organ of the super- 
sensuous ’ ; TTnfjerstandin g is the faculty by which we gen-- 
eralize and arrange the phenomena of perception. Reason is 
‘the knowledge of the laws of the whole considered as one’; 
Understanding is ‘the science of phenomena’. Reason seeks 
ultimate ends; Understanding studies means. Reason is 'the 
source and substance of truths above sense’ ; Understanding 
is the faculty which judges ‘according to sense’. Reason is 
the eye of the spirit, the faculty whereby spiritual reality is 
spiritually discerned; Understanding is the mind of the flesh. 
Understanding has a wide and legitimate field of activity," 
it is necessarily used for measurement, analysis, classificatio'h 
and all the other processes of natural science, and it con- 
trols our lives on the practical routine level. It begins to err 
when it encroaches on the spheres where Reason alone is 
valid, that is, when it pretends to erect its limited theories 
into absolute laws, mistaking a technique of experiment or 
a method of classification for an exhaustive account of reality. 
And this, for Coleridge, was precisely what had happened 
in the eighteenth century: with what results.? Materialism, 
determinism, atheism, utilitarianism, the ‘ godless revolution ’, 
‘moral science exploded as mystic jargon’, the ‘mysteries of 
religion cut and squared for the comprehension of the under- 
standing’, ‘imagination excluded from poesy’ (it is notice- 
able that this last phrase occurs not in isolation, but as an\ 
item in the general polemic). He sums up in a passage I 
- strikingly similar in meaning (though not in vocabulary) to 
the passage I quoted from Lawrence: 

‘The groundwork therefore of all true philosophy is the full 
apprehension of the difference between the contemplation of reason, 
namely that intuition of things which arises when we possess our- 
selves as one with the whole . . . and that which presents itself 
when ... we think of ourselves as separated beings, and place nature 
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, in antithesis to the mind, as object to subject, thing to thought, 
death to life.’ ^ 

This last is ‘abstract knowledge’, the product of the ‘mere 
reflective faculty’ ; it is useful for the practical exigencies of 
daily living, but in itself it is ‘the translation of a living word 
into a dead language’. 

Coleridge’s central preoccupation was with the‘ antithesis 
between a living whole or organism on the one hand and a 
mechanical juxtaposition of parts on the other. The eight- 
eenth century had reduced the universe to an assemblage of 
parts, the mind of man to an aggregate of sense-impressions, 
and poetry to a judicious arrangement of ready-made images 
culled from the memory. Coleridge cared so intensely about 
the distinction between the mechanical and spiritual world- 
views that he habitually used the images of ‘death’ and ‘life’ 
to express it ; the struggle he was engaged upon was indeed, 
/ for him, a matter of life and death. He hoped that Words- 
worth, in his projected philosophical poem, would teach the 
world 

‘. . . the necessity of a general revolution in the modes of developing 
and disciplining the human mind by the substitution of life and 
intelligence ... for the philosophy of mechanism, which, in every- 
thing that is most worthy of the human intellect, strikes Death, and 
cheats itself by mistaking clear images for distinct conceptions, and 
which idly demands conceptions where intuitions alone are possible 
■ or adequate to the majesty of the Truth.’ ® 

In all this Coleridge is using the certainties of Plato, of 
Christianity and of German idealism (together with his own 
profoundest intuitions) as weapons against the eighteenth 
century tradition, just as the Cambridge Platonists had used 
Platonism and Christianity against Hobbes. Lawrence, in 
our century, could only appeal to the blood, the solar plexus 
and the dark gods oF paganism. Jo C ole ridge i t seemed.that 
I the most important of all truths were precisely those which 
} could not, like those of mathematics, be demonstrated by 
the Understanding: the existence of God, the freedom of the 

1 Tie Friend (Bohn ed.), p. 366. ' Letters, vol. ii, p. 649. 
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will and the autonomous power of the soul. It is the con- 
science, not the intellect, which commands us to attribute 
reality to these truths, because without them our moral life 
would be unmeaning. In setting up Reason and Imagination 
above the mind of the flesh, Coleridge was seeking to pro- 
tect the region of spiritual experience against all attacks 
from the mere Understanding, that is, against the Zeitgeist. 
Is there a living God, in whom all things live and move and 
have their being (not ha£) ? Is Nature a living organism ? Is 
there a bond between Nature and the soul of man.? Is the 
soul of man active and creative, not a link in the chain of 
causation.? To all these questions Coleridge answered pas- 
sionately ‘Yes!’ We have not said the last wofd about Cole- 
ridge’s theory of the Imagination, until we have said that 
for him it was inseparable from the defence of religion. The 
question about the Imagination was of supreme importance, 
because it was a part of the question about God. 


V. Religion and Morality 

I would now remind my readers of the remarks of F. D. 
Maurice (quoted above, p. 3) about the«debt of nineteenth 
century Christianity to Coleridge. He claimed that his gener- 
ation had learnt from Coleridge to apply to theology the 
principles that ‘ the highest truths are those which lie beyond 
the, limits of experience’, and that ‘the essential principles 
of the Reason are those which cannot be proved by syl- 
logisms’. Von Hiigel has said that ‘a certain superhuman- 
ness is of the very essence of all full religion’; Coleridge 
helped to teach his century wherein the genuine super- 
humanness of Christianity really lay. Moreover, he taughtj 
this before the main attacks of the higher criticism and of 
science were launched, so that when the crisis came (in the 
middle of the century in England) the defensive positions 
were already laid down. If, throughout the century of biblical 
criticism and scientific agnosticism, Christianity held its 
ground, contrary to the expectations of many; if it did this 
by discarding its pseudo-foundations in historical, prophetic, 
natural or miraculous ‘ evidences ’, and by discovering a firmer 
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foundation in the specific religious experience, in man’s need 
for a God who comes to meet and to redeem him ; if this is so 
(and I believe that it is), then the debt of modern theology 
to Coleridge is very considerable. His instinct was always, 
as Mill said, to ask of a received opinion ‘What does it 
mean}'-, applying this to religious faith he found that it 
‘meant’ a great deal more than either the scoffers or the 
1 unillumined apologists supposed it to mean. ‘Our most holy 
'religion’, Hume had ironically said, ‘is founded on Faith, 
Jnot on reason’, and for him that meant that it had no real 
foundation at all. Coleridge was in a position to use Hume’s 
Argument against himself ; founded upon Faith ? yes ! foun- 
ded, then, upon our central experience as moral beings, upon 
all in us that responds to value — to truth, beauty, goodness 
and the sense of duty — and not merely to logical demon- 
stration ; founded, too, upon modes of knowing higher than 
the understanding or mind of the flesh, in a word, upon 
‘ Reason’ in his sense of the term. As poet and as seer, Cole- 
ridge knew (as other poets and seers have known) that for 
any full insight the head and the heart must act together. 
Keats could never be sure of any truth after merely hearing 
an abstract demonstration: axioms must be ‘proved upon 
the pulses’, or -in C oleridgean phrase, the ‘heart must have 
fed upon’ the truth before it can be possessedr-‘-My opinion 
is .this’, he wrote (soon after his ‘victory’ over Locke and 
Hartley) : 


‘that deep thinking is attainable only by a man of deep feeling, and 
'^Ithat all truth is a species of revelation.’ 

At a time when religion was supposed to be capable of proof 
by ‘evidences’, and therefore of disproof by other evidences; 
when it was too often associated with a reactionary clinging 
to the existing order in society, or with an ill-guided evan- 

g elical zeal; at a time, too, when conspicuous intellects — 
yron, Bentham, Shelley, the Mills — ^were known to think 
jit all humbug and opium : at that very time Culeridge was 
;showing that religion was a higher and more philosophical 
jthing than had been dreamed of by either its enemies or its 
)so-called friends. How did he do this by a conjoint appeal 
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to the head and the heart, to philosophical first principles 
and to the inward witness of the human spirit. 

In the Treatise on Method (his preface to the Encyclopaedia 
Metropolitana) Coleridge classifies the various subjects of 
study according to the ‘faculty’ concerned in each. Thus, he 
assigns to ‘Reason’, the ‘Pure Sciences’: the Formal, which 
are concerned solely with the laws of the mind itself — 
Grammar, Logic, Mathematics — and the ‘Real’, which 
comprise Metaphysics, Morals and Theology. The Pure 
Sciences ‘represent pure acts of the mind, and those only’ ; 
the Real Sciences are concerned with the true nature and 
existence of the world, with the guiding principles within 
us, and with the nature of the ‘Great Cause of all’. On the 
other hand, the Mixed and Applied Sciences — Mechanics, 
Electricity, Physics, Chemistry, Biology — belong to the 
sphere of the Understanding. Here the mind, instead of 
framing its own necessary laws, is submitting itself to the 
shows of things for the purposes of classifying and control- 
ling them. Understanding, the head disjoined from the 
heart, the ‘mere reflective faculty’, can only analyse and 
abstract; it cannot build the parts, so separated, back into a 
whole; this is the function of Reason, wherein head and 
heart, light and warmth, are working in unison. If we make 
the ‘unenlivened generalizing understanding’ the measure 
of Nature or of Deity, we get all the disastrous results seen 
in the previous century, culminating in ‘ mysteries of religion 
. . . cut and squared for the comprehension of the under- 
standing, or else torn asunder from reason altogether’.^ 

TheHogyaiuLEthics, then, helong-to the sphere-^f-Reason, 
not o £JJ-t^erstandLtiffi Reason discerns the necessary laws 
and postulates of the moral life, for Reason includes the 
Conscience or moral sense (‘practical Reason’) which is the 
chief witness of spiritual realities. By means of this dis- 
tinction Coleridge is able on the one hand to attack the so- 
called ‘rationalists’ (a word which, he thinks, has been de- 
based in meaning) and also to refer approvingly to the 
‘rational theologians’ of the seventeenth century. Their 
‘Reason’ was feason indeed, for it was a faculty inde- 

1 Aids to Rsjlection (Bohn ed.), p. 199. 
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pendent of sense, and linked with the Will; the eighteenth 
century raison had invaded regions beyond its competence. 
‘Wherever’ (he writes in Aids to Reflection') 

‘Wherever the forms of reasoning appropriate only to the natural 
world are applied to spiritual realities, it may be truly said, that the 
more strictly logical the reasoning is in all its parts, the more 
irrational it is as a whole.’ 

The postulates of ethics belong to the category of the ‘ super- 
sensuous’ ; they are autonomous, and in assuming them the 
mind is directed solely by the laws of its own being, and 
not by external considerations of any kind. We now approach 
the most Kantian part of Coleridge’s teaching: what are 
these postulates of the moral life? They are God, the Free- 
dom of the Will, the authority of Conscience, the need for a 
Will harmonized with the intuitions of Reason, the Im- 
mortality of the Soul, and (Coleridge adds) the fact of 
Original Sin. ‘My metaphysics’, he says, ‘are merely the 
referring of the mind to its own consciousness for truths 
indispensable to its own happiness.’ ^ Conscience demands 
these postulates as necessary preconditions of the good life; 
they are thus Ideas ‘that derive their origin and substance 
from the Moral Being, and to the reception of which as true 
objectively (that is, as corresponding to a reality out of the 
human mind) we are determined by a -practical interest ex- 
clusively ’.^ The Understanding can discern merely a 
mechanical universe, and can only lead us in the last resort 
to negations : denial of God and of the freedom of the will, 
that is, denial of the fundamentals of the moral life. But if 
spiritual realities are spiritually discerned, if, that is, the 
primary evidence for them is supplied by our moral experi- 
ence and not by empirical reasoning, then we can defy the 
infidels to do their worst; 

‘The Law of Conscience, and not the Canons of discursive 
Reasoning, must decide in such cases. At least, the latter have no 
validity, which the single veto of the former is not sufficient to 
nullify. The most pious conclusion is here the most legitimate.’ * 

' Ibid., p. i68. “ The Friend, p. 67. “ Aids, p. 108. * Ibid., pp. 108-9. 
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Or again : 

‘Conscience unconditionally commands us to attribute Reality and 
actual Existence to those Ideas, and those only, without which the 
conscience itself would be baseless and contradictory.’ ^ 

These ideas, or postulates, differ from those of mathematics 
in this respect, that those of mathematics no man can deny, 
while those of morality no good man will deny ; belief in them 
is inseparable from an act of the will. 

In chapter x of the Biographia Literaria Coleridge de- 
scribes his Nether Stowey musings upon the foundations of 
religion and morals, and traces some of the stages by which 
he arrived at his mature convictions. For a long time, he 
says, ‘my head was with Spinoza, though my whole heart 
remained with Paul and John’. ‘Yet’, he goes on, 

‘Yet there had dawned upon me, even before I had met with the 
Critique of the Pure Reason, a certain guiding light. If the mere 
intellect could make no certain discovery of a holy and intelligent 
first cause, it might yet supply a demonstration, that no legitimate 
argument could be drawn from the intellect against its truth. And 
what is this more than St Paul’s assertion, that by wisdom (more 
properly translated by the powers of reasoning) no man ever arrived 
at the knowledge of God ? . . . I became convinced that religion, 
as bo th the corner-stone and the key-stone of morality,.must have 
\moral origin; so far at least, that the evidence of its doctrines could 
not, like the truths of abstract science, be wholly independent of 
the will. It were therefore to be expected, that \xs fundamental \x\ith 
would be such as might be denied; though only by the fool, 
and even by the fool from the madness of the heart alone ! ’ ® 

F^h, in other words, involves an element of venture, almost 
ofwager ; it means embarking with no more than anT^ssur- 
ance of things hoped for, and ‘believing where we cannot 
prove’. No man was ever argued into faith; it must be em- 
braced at first upon ‘insufficient’ evidence, on evidence (that 
is) which would be insufficient for rational demonstration, 
but which grows sufficient when it is lived out into practice. 
Indeed, if faith could be mentally received, instead of being 

^ The Friend, p. 70. * Biog. Lit. (Shaweross), vol. i, pp. 134-5. * 
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worked for and wrought out, it would lose its raison d'etre \ 
like Imagination, it must half create its own objects. ‘To 
credit ordinary and visible objects is not faith, but per- 
suasion.’ Coleridge puts it thus: 

‘It [the existence of Godj could not be intellectually more 
evident without becoming morally less effective; without counter- 
acting its own end by sacrificing the life of faith to the cold mechan- 
ism of a worthless because compulsory assent.’ ^ 

( He defines Faith as ‘the personal realization of the reason 
by its union with the will’ {The Friend, p. 306), or, in greater 
elaboration : 

‘ Faith subsists in the synthesis of the Reason and the individual 
Will. By virtue of the latter, therefore, it must be an energy, and, 
inasmuch as it relates to the whole moral man, it must be exerted in 
each and ail of his constituents or incidents, faculties and tendencies; 
— it must be a total, not a partial — a continuous, not a desultory or 
occasional — energy.’ ® 

No religious teacher can, like a mathematician, render it 
impossible to disbelieve; his message must be an injunction, 
an imperative: crede ut intelligasl do His will if you would 

I know of the doctrine! Life itself, as Coleridge taught, is a 
tension between opposite forces, and the life of faith subsists 
in a tension between two poles of experience: between the 
head, which finds no sufficient evidence, and the heart, 
which bids us trust the larger hope. Coleridge notes, in this 
connexion, the ‘oracular’ or ‘apodeictic’ tone of the Bible; 
nowhere in that volume is there any attempt to demonstrate 
the truths of religion : we are enjoined to ‘ be still, and know 
that I am God’. Faith, in words of Charles Wesley’s of 
which Coleridge would have approved (though for ‘ reason ’ 
he would read ‘understanding’) ‘lends its realizing light’: 
‘The things unknown to feeble sense. 

Unseen by reason’s glimmering ray, 

With strong, commanding evidence 
Their heavenly origin display.’ 

The usual ‘rationalistic’ objection to this line of argument 
. ^ Ibid., pp. 135-6. * Essay on Faith (in Aids, p. 349). 
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is that merely believingLa thing does not make it really soy 
I may delude myself into accepting any fiction by wishing 
hard enough. God may be very desirable or even necessary, 
but does that guarantee His existence.? This objection is 
valid over the whole region of our practical, terrestrial lives ; 
I must not believe that peace, or prosperity, or fine weather, 
or success, are coming, or that the stars are with me, merely 
because I wish for these things. Bu t belief in God happens 
to be quite different from beliefs of this kind ; it is more lik e 
the inspired guess of a Newton, which, when tried out, proses, 
to be true. ‘Trying out’ religious belief is not an easy or 
grateful task; it means trusting our insight first (believing 
first that He is, as the writer to the Heb^rews puts it), and 
then living it out daily and yearly, sustaining without com- 
plaint the loss of our separate, everyday selves. Only those 
who have made this venture have the right to speak of the 
grounds of faith; the ‘rationalistic’ argument collapses be- 
cause it takes no account of the evidence of saintliness. 

The imp ortance of the ‘Will’ becomes so great, on this 
view, that Coleridge must separate it from ‘Nature’; this he 
does, in opposition to the materialists and necessitarians, by 
affirming that the Will is not a link in the chain of cause and 
effect, but a self-determining entity not wholly subject, like 
Nature, to causation, nor conditioned by time and space. 
Its function is to accept and execute the will of God as dis- 
cerned by the conscience or Reason, and the ‘freedom’ of a 
finite being consists in its becoming one with the will of 
God. Morality is thus concerned with our inward impulses, 
not with outward acts. Coleridge condemns Paley and the 
Utilitarians for making ‘consequences’ the criterion of the 
right or wrong of particular actions. If we base ethics on 
what is external, particularly if we base them on utility, on 
consequences of actions, we are submitting to a ‘hetero- 
nomy’, subjecting Reason to Understanding, the spirit to 
the flesh. The Utilitarian criterion is unstable, varying ac- 
cording to the foresight of the individual making the calcula- 
tion. We are justified, not by works (consequences), nor by 
outward acts, but by faith (that is, by the submission of the 
Will to Reason and the will of God), and by the ‘ inward and^ 
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absolute ground of our actions’. ‘That which God sees, that 
alone justifies.’ This does not mean undervaluing good 
works, but seeing them as the result of good principles, not 
as the whole of morality. ‘Good works may exist without 
saving principles . . . but saving principles never did, and 
/never can, exist without good works.’ ^ Our actions must be 
[performed from Faith as their centre, not from self-love or 
pven universal benevolence. It is possible that ‘an enlight- 
ened self-interest would recommend the same course of 
conduct as the sense of duty would do ’ ; supposing then that 
‘actions diverging from self-love as their centre should be 
precisely the same as those produced from the Christian 
principle’, where would be the difference.? He replies 'in 
the agents themselves' The religious principle, he concludes, 
is the ‘one sure anchorage, without which our organic life 
is but a state of somnambulism’; it is ‘the sole solution of 
the riddle of the world’. The Understanding may suggest 
motives and calculate consequences, but religion ‘produces 
the motives’ and ‘involves the consequences’. Christianity, 
as Coleridge interprets it, demands, not the mere light of 
the Understanding (‘light without heat’) nor mere feeling 
(‘warmth without light’) but the union of light and warmth, 

, head and heart, in the act of Faith. 


vi.'^The Interpretation of Scripture 

Qgleridge’s distinctive service to nineteenth century re- 
ligion can be well illustrated from his Letters on the Inspira- 
tion of the Scriptures, published posthumously (1840) as 
Confessions of an Inquiring Spirit. The Bible being the religion 
of Protestants, it was inevitable that in England, when the 
results of half a century of German criticism became known, 
and when Lyell, Darwin and the rest added their quota to 
the disturbance, the storm should have centred upon this 
very question. It was therefore of great importance that ^ 
£^nglishman,_in touch, with. German-thought yet_essentially 
orthodox, should already, before ±he.storm broke in earnest, 

1 The Friend, pp. 217-19. ® Ibid., p. 301 (my italics). 
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have demonstrated the Jrue invulnerability of the.Bible._In 
order to do this he had first to show that its alleged invul- 1 
nerability was an idol and a superstition, and secondly that 
the way to deal with criticism was not to offer blind resistance 
but to deepen one’s understanding. As Hooker had said, 
‘no untruth can possibly avail the patrons and defenders 
long’, and in so far as the Bibliolaters (a term of Coleridge’s 
own coining) were committed to an impossible ‘ fundament- 
alism’ they were betraying their own cause. During the first 
thirty years of the nineteenth century in England a barren 
and reactionary bibliolatry was prevalent. Little was known 
of what was going on abroad, and from that little, which 
seemed the index of so much that was horrifying, our divines 
recoiled into a more determined insularity. Van Mildert, in 
his Bampton Lectures (1814), said that acceptance of any 
biblical ‘criticism’ indicated moral defectiveness, unsound- 
ness of faith and disloyalty to the Church. The view most 
generally accepted (save by a few isolated spirits like Alex- 
ander Geddes, Coiinop Thirlwall and — surprisingly perhaps 
— Pusey) was that the Bible was a theological text-book and 
rule of faith composed by Almighty God, and dictated by 
Him verbatim to the inspired writers. Being inspired in this 
way ‘from cover to cover’, every statement and sentiment it 
contained, whether historical, scientific, moral or prophetic, 
and whether expressed in a prosaic or a figurative manner, 
must be accepted as the undoubted word of God. It is diffi- 
cult indeed now to recapture, by an effort of historical 
imagination, the outlook of a period in which it could be 
supposed that religion must stand or fall by a misapprehen- 
sion so colossal as this. All the more gratitude is due from 
us, then, if we have attained to wiser insights, to those who 
in the nineteenth century faced obloquy and condemnation 
to remove the misapprehension. Professor Leonard Hodgson 
has well expressed our debt to them in the following passage: 

‘When in the nineteenth century that way of accepting the Bible 
was challenged by the progress of scientific and historical enquiries, 
the challenge had to be met, and the only honest way in which the 
Church could meet it was by encouraging its theologians them- 
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selves to subject the Bible to the most rigorous criticism. This had 
to be done, and we today owe a debt of gratitude to those of our 
forefathers who had faith enough to do it. . . . We should think of 
those scholars as men upon whom the circumstances of their time 
laid the intolerable strain of finding that what they had taken to be 
the foundation of their faith was full of quicksands, as men who 
had faith and courage enough to dig and sift until they secured the 
solid ground on which they could and we can stand. For the time 
being this digging and sifting was a whole time job. If they could 
not be expounding the Bible as the Word of God, that was because 
they were occupied in making it possible for us to do so.’ ^ 

Coleridge was not himself one of the diggers and sifters, 
though when in Germany he had read Eichhorn’s Intro- 
duction to the Old Testament, Lessing’s Tracts and fragments 
of Reimarus. Nor were his Tetters on Inspiration written in 
reply to any specific challenge from the side of scientific and 
historical criticism. But in demonstrating that Christianity 
could and must be disengaged from the millstone of funda- 
mentalism he was in effect producing a blue-print for all 
possible future defences of the faith. Bibliolatry was exposing 
religion then, as it had done during the eighteenth century, 
to infidel attacks which would have been perfectly justified 
if faith had really rested on such foundations. Coleridge’s 
literary and spiritual insight placed him upon a point of 
vantage from which he could overlook the nineteenth cen- 
tury country in front of him, and reply in advance to all that 
the Zeitgeist would thereafter bring forward. The standpoint 
of the Letters transcends the level of the later Science-and- 
Religion controversies, none of which need have arisen had 
his ground been firmly occupied from the beginning. 

The key-note of his argument is struck in this phrase : 

^Evidences of Christianity! I am weary of the word. Make a 
man feel the want of itj rouse him, if you can, to the self-knowledge 
of his need of itj and you may safely trust it to its own Evidence.’ ® 

Faith, for Coleridge, like Imagination in poetry, must be an 

^ Biblical Theology and the Stmereignty of God (Cambridge, 1947), pp. 16-17. 

' In Aids to Rejlection (Bohn cd.), p. 272. 
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energy of the whole being, not a mechanical acceptance of 
an opus operatum\ and the Bible, its outward support and 
continual enlivener, must be approached as a receptacle of 
living truths, and not as a dead letter. The first step-in 
spi ritua l experience is neither the search for intellectual 
certainty nor submission to authority; it is, quite simply, 
hunger and thirst after righteousness,^o be aware ‘of a deepj 
sense of infirmity and manifold imperfection’, and to feelj 
accordingly ‘the want, the necessity of religious support’.' 
Let anyone who knows this take up the Bible and ‘read iti 
for the first time’ as he would read ‘any other work’ ; he will 
find in it ‘copious sources of truth, and power, and puri- 
fying impulses’; words for his inmost thoughts, songs for 
his joy, utterances for his hidden griefs, pleadings for his 
shame and feebleness. 

‘In short whatever finds me, bears witness for itself that it has 
proceeded from a Holy Spiiit.’ ^ 

And in the Bible there is more that ‘finds’ him, and at 
greater depths of his being, than in all other books put to- 
gether. But the doctrine of verbal inspiration is a stumbling- 
block to one who feels that ‘the Bible and Christianity are 
their own sufficient evidence’; moreover, it exposes the 
believer to the ‘cold and captious’ questioner who will ask 
‘what, then, of the Book of Esther.'* verses 6-20 of Psalm 
c«, or the_last verse of Psalm cxxxvii.?’ This is the mischief 
of fundamentalism, that it ‘petrifies’ the whole body of 
sacred literature, and ‘turns at once into a colossal Memnon’s 
head, a hollow passage for a voice’, that which is in truth a 
living, breathing organism. The ‘heart-awakening utter- 
ances’ of Deborah, or of the sweet psalmist of Israel, lose 
their power over us if we regard the speakers as mere auto- 
mata of a superhuman — ‘O bear with me if I say — ^Ven- 
triloquist’. Another inconvenience of the doctrine is that 
it forces grave and pious men into pitiful subterfuges for 
the removal of ‘discrepancies’ in the sacred narratives — 
discrepancies which are quite analogous to those found ‘in 


1 Ibid., p. 295. 
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all other known and trusted histories’, and which at any 
rate their infallible Author (on the fundamentalist view) had 
not seen fit to harmonize. In this way the ‘ordinary criteria 
of full or defective evidence in historical documents’, ap- 
plicable to the biblical text as to any other, are subverted, 
and counsel hopelessly darkened. Other evils are the literal 
rendering of figurative passages, and the uncritical accept- 
ance of ‘the hydrography and natural philosophy of the 
Patriarchal ages’. ‘My Brother!’ exclaims Coleridge (and 
how much later misunderstanding might have been spared 
if his words had been heeded) — ‘My Brother! What has 
all this to do with the truth and the worth of Christianity ? ’ 
Meanwhile, don’t be ‘an Infidel on the score of what other 
men think fit to include in their Christianity’. The Bible 
contains, but does not constitute, the Christian religion ; we 
must not say that whatever the Bible contains is the Chris- 
tian religion, but that the truth revealed through Christ, 
truth whose divine authority is proved by its fitness to our 
nature and needs, is communicated by it. Coleridge, in a 
passage nf tor-rential disposes of the view that 

once we admit human imperfections in Scripture, its whole 
authority goes by the board. The Bible is the Word of God, 
not because it is in all parts unquestionable, but because for 
all who seek truth with humble spirits it is an unquestion- 
able guide. And this incomparable Volume, in which the 
hungry have found food and the thirsty a living spring ; this 
foundation-stone of our civilization for a thousand years; 
this ‘organ and instrument of all the powers and ten- 
dencies by which the individual is privileged to rise above 
himself’ — shall it lose its value because ‘in the framework 
and outer case of this instrument a few parts may be dis- 
covered of less costly materials and meaner workmanship ’ ? 
Because David ‘cruelly tortured the inhabitants of Rabbah’ 
and sometimes invoked ‘the bitterest curses on his enemies’, 
are we not to believe in God’s redemption of the world 
through Christ.? Because Abijah slew 500,000 of Jeroboam’s 
800,000, must we believe that the injunction to love our 
enemies cannot proceed from the Holy Spirit? If in the 
biblical writers 
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‘all imperfection of knowledge, all participation in the mistakes and 
limits of their several ages had been excluded, how could these 
Writings be or become the history and example, the echo and more 
lustrous image of the work and warfare of the sanctifying Principle 
in us ? ’ 

‘If, after all this’, Coleridge concludes, ‘and in spite of all 
this, 

‘some captious litigator should lay hold of a text here or there — 
St. Paul’s cloak left at Troas with Carpus^ or a verse from the 
Canticles, and ask: “Of what spiritual use is this?” — the answer 
is ready: — It proves to us that nothing can be so trifling as not to 
supply an evil heart with a pretext for unbelief.’ 

/The modern Christian will find Colexidge in one respe.ct too 
j uncrltical : all passages of Scripture ‘ in which the words are 
'by the sacred historian declared to have been the Word of 
the Lord supernaturally communicated, I receive as such’ — 
; though he adds, indeed, ‘with a degree of confidence pro- 
, portioned to the confidence required of me by the writer 
himself, and to the claims he himself makes on my belief’. 
But the strength of Coleridge lies in his application to religion 
of his central teaching, that life consists in the interpene- 
tration of opposites, the subjective human needs coalescing 
here with the Logos, the Word which is the Light of men. 
Starting from the experience of his own weakness and the 
need' for deliverance, the probationer finds in the Bible ‘an 
objectiveness, a confirming outwardness, and all the main 
characters of reality, reflected therefrom on the spirit’. There 
is 

‘A balance, an ennobling interchange. 

Of action from within and from without’; 

‘as much of Reality, as much of objective truth, as the 
Scriptures communicate to the subjective experiences of the 
Believer, so much of present , life, of living and effective 
import, do these experiences give to the letter of these Scrip- 
. tures.’ As, in speculation, the enemy is the philosophy which 
turns Nature into a dead mechanism, so, in religion, it is the 
doctrine which petrifies the living word into a dead letter, 
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and reduces the life of faith to a torpid routine, or extinguishes 
it altogether. 


VII. The Constitution of Church and State 

It is only for convenience that one attempts to separate 
the various sides of Coleridge’s thought, and to discuss suc- 
cessively his literary, philosophical, religious or political 
views. To him all alike were meaningless in disconnexion 
from that living core of energy which in poetry is imagina- 
ition, and in life itself is religion. Coleridge’s mind was never 
'‘made up’, in the sense of being closed into a system; it was, 
like the fundamental postulate of his philosophy, an active 
(principle, ‘an open thoroughfare for all thoughts, not a 
^select party’. His knowledge was ‘growledge’, and like 
Plato he invites us to share with him the pains and pleasures 
of growing. Thus, in spite of appearances, it is unwise to 
think of him as ‘changing his mind’. When we recall his 
early republican ardours, his sonnets to Godwin and Priestley, 
and his Pantisocracy, and then contemplate him as the sage 
of Highgate, denouncing Jacobinism and the godless Revolu- 
tion, exploding the ‘rights of man’, defending inequalities 
of rank and property and opposing the Reform Bill, we may 
feel that we are witnessing one more illustration of the Tory 
reaction of that age. But if Coleridge’s mind changes, it 
changes only as (to use a favourite image of his) the larva 
changes through chrysalis to perfect insect; his change is 
the working out of an inward principle of development which 
was inherent from the start. And this seminal principle, I 
have suggested, was always a sense of the Whole as a living 
unity, rooted and grounded in God. In coming finally, then, 
to his mature political views, it will be no surprise to find 
that his politics are religious, and his religion political. For 
this very reason he was able to survey the whole human 
scene from an elevation above the reach of his English con- 
temporaries, and to subject it to a critique more searching 
and comprehensive (though fitfully conducted) than any it 
could receive from the Utilitarians or Evangelicals, or in- 
deed had received since the seventeenth century. He was 
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the first of the nineteenth century ‘prophets’, and if not 
(because of his incomplete achievement) actually the greatest, 
yet potentially so, for he combined with the prophetic animus 
the philosophic vision of the schoolman. 

In The Constitution of Church and State ^ Coleridge offers 
a reasoned defence of the ‘Ideas’ of both, that is, of both 
State and Church considered as fulfilling their proper his- 
torical functions. By ‘Id ea*-he-means. not the conception of 
a thing abstracted from its particular form at any given time, 
but that-.'Khich_is ‘given by the knowledge of its ultimate 
siim’. An ‘Idea ’ may be true without ever having been a 
historical ‘fact’, or without being fully realized in day-to- 
day living. An illustration of the first is the ‘social contract’, 
which, though unhistorical, derives its validity from the 
‘ever-originating social contract’ implied in the continuance 
of society at all. Similarly the Ideas of God, freedom, will, 
good, true, beautiful, ‘regulate’ our practical lives; they are 
‘truth-powers of the reason’, even though the understanding 
may reject them, and even though they may never be lived- 
out into full actuality. ‘Ideas’, he says, ‘correspond to sub- 
stantial beings, to objects the actual subsistence of which is 
implied in their idea, though only by the idea revealable’; 
they are ‘spiritual realities that can only be spiritually dis- 
cerned’. What, then, are the ‘Ideas’, in this sense, of State 
and Church The idea of a State consists in the balance or 
equilibrium of two main antagonist or opposite interests: 
•permanence progression. ‘Permanence’ is represented by 
the landed interest, comprised under the ‘Major Barons’ 
(House of Lords) and the ‘Minor Barons’ or ‘Franklins’ 
(House of Commons); ‘Progression’ by the ‘Burgesses’, or 
the mercantile, manufacturing, distributive and professional 
classes (the most numerous body in the House of Commons). 
Parliament, as Mr Brinton says, ‘represents not the people 
in the sense of an aggregate of individuals, but the interests, 
the group-loyalties, into which the people are really divided, 
and in which alone they have a political life ’.2 The Con- 
stitution was never historically framed with the intention of 

^ Published 1829. 

* Crane Brinton, Political Ideas of the English Romanticists, pp. 77-8. 
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securing this balance, yet the balance was the Idea towards 
which its evolution has tended. Coleridge does not make the 
mistake of confusing the ideal with the actual, and of basing 
a reactionary conservatism upon an acceptance of the status 
quo. He sees clearly wherein the existing balance falls short 
of a true equilibrium; he sees, for example, that, as things 
are, the ‘landed’ interest has too much preponderance over 
the monied, and that we give ‘to the real or imagined 
interests of the comparatively few the imposing name of the 
interest of the whole’. Wherever there is life and energy, 
the health of the body politic demands organized powers to 
express them. But the deeper malady of the modern State 
lies in a more disastrous unbalance : the failure of the Third 
Estate to counter-balance the other two, and to supply the 
pre-conditions of any good life. The Idea of this Estate is 
that of a National Church, whose concern is with the ground, 
the necessary antecedent condition of the other Estates, 
namely cultivation, ‘the harmonious development of those 
qualities and faculties that characterize our humanity’. ‘We 
must be men in order to be citizens.’ This ‘ National Church ’, 
Coleridge explains, does not mean the Christian Church as 
such nor the Church as by law established. In ‘Idea’ it is a 
third organ of the State, in which is vested a portion of the 
national wealth (‘Nationalty’) for spiritual and cultural ends. 
This ‘Nationalty’ is intended to support ‘The Clerisy’, that 
is, all the clerkly persons whose functions are spiritual and 
educational : the learned (a small class devoted to advanced 
academic teaching and enquiry) and a numerous body of 
clergymen and teachers so distributed as to leave no corner 
of the country ‘without a resident guide, guardian and in- 
structor’. The Church of England, though falling short of 
the Idea, does at least maintain, as a nucleus of culture, a 
scholar and a gentleman in every parish of the land. Cole- 
ridge’s ‘National Church’, then, is a comprehensive (and 
perhaps rather ill-chosen) term covering all those educational 
and cultural influences for the maintenance of which the 
State must set aside adequate funds. Now that State services 
of all kinds, and especially State education, have come into 
existence, part of Coleridge’s pleading loses its importance, 
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though he need lose none of the credit for being so far ahead 
of his time. But there is admonishment for us still, perhaps 
more than ever, in his emphatic reminder that there is an 
Idea to be reached, and a civilization to be cherished, ‘with- 
out which the nation could be neither permanent nor pro- 
gressive’. Most of what he says in chapter vii (called ‘ Regrets 
and Apprehensions’) is applicable now. In a passage antici- 
pating Culture and Anarchy., Coleridge has just rehearsed the 
catalogue of ‘inventions, discoveries, public improvements, 
docks, railways, canals and the like’ for which that age was 
justly famous. ‘We live’, he exclaims, ‘under the dynasty of 
the understanding: and this is its golden age.’ But the under- 
standing, as we have seen, deals with means-, ‘with these the 
age, this favoured land, teems. . . . But the ultimate ends ? 
Where shall I seek for information concerning these.?’ He 
passes on (anticipating, this time. Past and Present, and much 
besides) to deplore that all this ‘progress’ has merely pro- 
duced a ‘wealth-machine’ on the one hand, and pauperism 
on the other; that the national welfare — the weal and happi- 
ness of the people — has not advanced with the increase of 
‘circumstantial prosperity’; that education is soon to be 
severed from all religion, and reduced to ‘instruction’ in 
mechanic arts; that the ‘Church’ is no longer an Estate, but 
has become a Sect. 

Coleridge distinguished the ‘National Church’ from the 
‘Christian Church’ in this way: 

‘In relation to the national Church, Christianity, or the Church 
of Christ, is a blessed accident. . . . Let not the religious reader be 
offended with this phrase [he adds in a footnote]. I mean only that 
Christianity is an aid and instrument which no State or realm could 
have produced out of its own elements, which no State had a right 
to expect. It was, most awfully, a God-send!’ ^ 

It is distinguished by four main characters: (i) it is not a 
kingdom of this world, nor an estate of any realm, but ‘ the 
appointed opposite of them all collectively — the sustaining, 
correcting, befriending opposite of the world; the compen- 
sating counterforce to the inherent and inevitable evils and 
^ op. cit . (1852 ed.), pp. 65-6. 
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defects of the State’. This aspect of Christianity Coleridge 
has developed most cogently in the Lay Sermon of 1817, 
where he traces our present distresses to one main cause: the 
over-balance of the commercial spirit in the absence or weak- 
ness of the proper ‘counter-weights’. He has mentioned, 
amongst these counter-weights, ‘ the ancient feeling of rank 
and ancestry’, and the pursuit of philosophic truth as under- 
stood, not by the modern physical and psychological empiri- 
cists, but by the ancients and the schoolmen. Then he comes 
to the third and most important: Religion, and gives us a 
piece of sociological analysis of a kind hardly to be met with 
before him. Amongst a religious and respectable bourgeoisie 
like ours, might we not expect to find ‘ Christianity temper- 
ing commercial avidity, and sprinkling its holy damps on the 
passion of accumulation’? But alas! many of these ‘zealous 
religionists’ (he mentions the Quakers as typical), though 
patrons of Sunday Schools, though alms-givers, and though 
often distributors of edifying tracts (as a side-line while 
travelling for orders), are avaricious to the marrow. Does 
religion of this kind ‘ exert any efficient force of control over 
the commercial spirit’? No! the Christian Mammonists are 
heavily-laden camels trying vainly to pass through the 
needle’s eye. Modern religion has unfortunately parted com- 
pany with the ‘bookish theology’ which had the power to 
divert the mind from worldly ends; by professing, as it too 
often does, to hunger after righteousness alone (in the sense 
of ‘respectability’), and by taking the whole sphere of 
spiritual truth ‘for granted’, it has left the mind vacant for 
temporal preoccupations, and its adherents thus commonly 
become shrewd business men. (ii) The second distinguishing 
character of the Christian Church is that it is neither a 
secret community, nor the inward Kingdom ‘which cometh 
not with observation’, but a visible, militant institution, 
(iii) Thirdly, the two former characters are reconciled, and 
can co-exist, in virtue of the absence of any visible head or 
sovereign or any local centre of unity. The Church is no 
‘state’ in rivalry with ‘The State’; it counteracts, not the 
world’s institutions, but only the evils which may arise from 
them; and Caesar, receiving always what is Caesar’s, recog- 
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nizes, in Christians, subjects distinguished ‘by the more 
exemplary performance of their duties as citizens’, (iv) 
Lastly, it is ‘universal’ — that is neither Anglican, Gallican, 
Roman nor Greek, but simply the Catholic Church under 
Christ. Coleridge, in spite of his reverence for the religion 
and the religious philosophy of the Middle Ages, con- 
demns the Roman Catholic Church as neither national nor 
universal. 

It was this distinctive blend of religion with politics and 
education which made Coleridge’s teaching so influential, 
first with Thomas Arnold for whom (as we shall see later) 
the Church was the State viewed in its spiritual aspect, and 
who wished to include all Christian denominations within 
the ‘established’ Church; and later, with F. D. Maurice and 
the Christian Socialists, who, starting from the Idea of the 
Kingdom of God as real, believed it to be the Church’s duty 
to actualize it, to make that Kingdom come on earth as it is 
in heaven. We began this chapter with Mill, and we may 
fitly end it with him. The eighteenth century philosophers, 
as Mill said, thought that perfection could be easily achieved 
by sweeping away the heritage of the past — by abolishing 
priests and kings, and all the loyalties traditionally associated 
with them, and leaving the individual free to follow Nature 
and Reason and The Main Chance. Coleridge, aware how 
complex a growth society is, and how dependent upon other 
forces and influences than the naked reason, urged that by 
the ‘soul’ alone can nations be great and free. In place of 
the Utilitarian laissez-faire, the free competition of all in- 
dividuals for worldly wealth, he puts forward a conception 
of the State as the condition in which all can realize the good 
life, and their own best selves. The State is indeed a spiritual 
organism, or — in the phrase of Burke, who had already seen 
it in the same light — a partnership in perfection, a com- 
munity of the noble living and the noble dead. The con- 
dition of Europe in the early nineteenth century fell so far 
short of these ideals that it was bound. Mill says, 

‘to call forth two sorts of men — ^the one demanding the extinction 

of the institutions and creeds which had hitherto existed; the other 
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that they be made a reality: the one pressing the new doctrines to 
their utmost consequences; the other reasserting the best meaning 
and purposes of the old. The first type attained its greatest height in 
Bentham; the last in Coleridge.’ ^ 

^ Dissertations and Discussions (18S7 ed.}, vol. i, p. 436. 
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THOMAS ARNOLD 


I. The ‘Eminent Victorian’ 


A FTER reading Sir J. T. Coleridge on Keble, Matthew 
/ \ Arnold wrote to his mother: 

one feeling when I close the book is of papa’s immense 
superiority to all the set, mainly because, owing to his historic sense, 
he was so wonderfully, for his nation, time, and profession, Euro- 
pean, and thus so got himself out of the narrow medium in which, 
after all, his friends lived.’ ^ 


This might be discounted as filial piety in the author of 
Rugby Chapel, yet today if^eems nearer the mark than the 
mocking ironies of Lytton Strachey. 'At this distance the 
Eminent Victorians begin rather to appear to us like the 
peaks of a mountain-range, hitherto obscured by foreground 
objects, but now visible in its true proportions, impressive 
in its altitude and its noble outlines. Strachey wrote at the 
time when it was exciting and comforting to debunk the 
nineteenth century; the post-war generation of the ’twenties, 
at once emancipated and disillusioned, found compensation 
for its own aimlessness in mocking at -the earnestness, the 
high tone, the ‘moral thoughtfulness’, of its grandparents. 
Arnold, and Arnold’s Rugby, were easy targets for the anti- 
Victorian sniper. By the devices of bathos and the subtle 
misuse of quotation Lytton Strachey produced a skilful and 
very readable piece of falsification. Arnold’s doubts about 
the Trinity- are juxtaposed with his difficulty in early rising; 
his appearance, expressive of ‘energy, earnestness, and the 
best intentions’, is robbed of its dignity by an aside about 
his short legs ; his views on the inspiration of Scripture are 
r^resented as confined to such petty matters as the parentage 
of Abijah’s mother; his sermons in Chapel are deflated as 

1 Letters, vol. ii, p. 5 (Feb. zo, 1869). 
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explanations of ‘ the general principles both of his own con- 
duct and that of the Almighty’ ; his reforms at Rugby are 
exhibited as the origin of the public-school cult of good form 
and athletics. In this way, and by using as a leitmotiv the 
‘puzzled’ expression of Arnold’s face in the well-known 
portrait, "'Strachey leaves us with an Arnold who is a high- 
minded but blundering and conventional prig. 

The impression Arnold is likely to make upon any candid 
reader who now considers his life and work is very different. 
If, after the first World War, we were all debunking the nine- 
teenth century, after the second we are deferring to it, and 
even yearning nostalgically after it; tendentesque mams ripae 
ulterioris amore. In our own unpleasant century we are mostly 
displaced persons, and many feel tempted to take flight into 
the nineteenth as into a promised land, and settle there like 
illegal immigrants for the rest of their lives. In that distant 
mountain country, all that we now lack seems present in 
abundance : not only peace, prosperity, plenty and freedom, 
but faith, purpose and buoyancy. Leading men, of whom 
Arnold was a type, were then conscious of a destiny and a 
duty, whose fulfilment, whether conceived as an obligation 
to God or to one’s fellow-creatures, would make life signifi- 
cant and satisfying. This unquestioning sense that life has 
momentous meaning, and the ‘unhasting, unresting dili- 
gence’ in the effort to realize it, gives to the great men of 
the last century a quality which inevitably overawes the pre- 
sent generation — a generation which has so largely lost its 
sense of direction and of any distinct moral summons, and 
yet is anxious to recover both. 


II. The Idea of a Christian Society 

I do not propose to speak here, except incidentally, of 
Arnold as the great Headmaster who changed the face of 
education all through the public schools of England, but to 
consider his place in that development of religious and moral 
ideas which is the main theme of this book. No account of 
Arnold will do him justice which fails to recognize the depth 
and intensity of his religious convictions; his life was indeed, 
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as a disciple said, ‘rooted in God’. Earnestness, zest and 
‘moral thoughtfulness’ were the leading traits of his char- 
acter, and he had an extraordinary power of communicating 
these qualities to others. ‘Every pupil was made to feel’, 
says the same informant, ‘that there was work for him to do 
— that his happiness as well as his duty lay in doing that 
work well. Hence an indescribable zest was communicated 
to a young man’s feeling about life ; . . . and a deep respect 
and ardent attachment sprang up towards him who had 
taught him thus to value life and his own self, and his work 
and mission in this world.’ ^ When we have said of him that 
he had that continual consciousness of God’s reality of which 
he noted the insufficiency in himself and others, we have 
already said what should dispose us to a respectful approach. 
But this statement by itself is insufficient ; we must go on to 
say that his whole life echoed that exclamation of Which- 
cote’s: ‘Give me a religion that doth attain real effects.’ 
Christianity he regarded as ‘the sovereign science of life in 
all its branches’.^ ‘The "Idea" of my life’, he wrote to Mr 
Justice Coleridge, 

‘to which I think every thought of my mind more or less tends, is 
the perfecting the “idea” of the Edward the Sixth Reformers — the 
constructing a truly national and Christian Church, and a truly 
national and Christian system of education.’ ® 

Arnold was deeply influenced by Coleridge, above all by his 
Constitution of Church and State \ in him, the Coleridgean 
‘Ideas’ become a programme of action. Arnold’s special 
greatness consists largely in this: that he had not only the 
desire, but the actual ability, to make ideas real ; it was noted 
by his pupils that he made history and the ancient classics 
live for them. The leading principle of his whole life’s effort 
was to realize the idea of a Christian Society, in microcosm 
at Rugby, and at large in the nation. ‘The idea of a Christian 
school’, as Stanley says, ‘was to him the natural result, so to 
speak, of the very idea of a school in itself; exactly as the 
idea of a Christian State seemed to him to be involved in the 

1 B. Price, quoted in Stanley’s Life ef Arnold (1898 ed.), vol. i, p. 37. 

® Ibid., p. 295. ® Ibid., vol. ii (Nov. 18, 1835), p. 12. 
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very idea of a State itself.’ ^ For him the worst apostasy, the 
source of all woes, was the separation of things secular from 
things spiritual: this meant, on the one hand, the handing 
over of all temporal concerns to the devil or to the operation 
of natural laws, and on the other, the retreat of religion into 
priestly inutilities. The first was the sin of the Evangelicals 
and Puritans. The second, that of the ‘Oxford Malignants’. 
Like the Cambridge Platonists, he stands as a middle-man 
between High Church and Puritan ; his place is in the suc- 
cession which descends from Hooker, through the Platonists 
to Coleridge, and leads on through F. D. Maurice to William 
Temple. 'The true and grand idea of a Church’ is that it 
should be ‘a society for the purpose of making men like 
Christ, — earth like heaven, — ^the Kingdoms of the world 
the Kingdom of Christ’; instead, ‘men look upon it 
as “an institution for religious instruction and religious 
worship’’ ’, 

‘thus robbing it of its life and universality, making it an affair of 
clergy, not of people — of preaching and ceremonies, not of living — 
of Sundays and synagogues, instead of one of all days and all places, 
houses, streets, towns and country.’ * 

The end of the Church is ‘the putting down of moral evil’; 
its nature^ ‘a living society of all Christians’. He was equally 
opposed both to the Jacobinical-Evangelical view of the State 
as existing only for physical ends, and to the priestly view 
of the Church as a separate society governed by a divinely 
appointed hierarchy; it was above all the perversion of the 
Church into a sacerdotal caste which hindered the coming of 
the Kingdom, The Nation (and in miniature the School) was 
in his view the true sphere for the realization of Christianity, 
and this could never be achieved as long as there were great 
areas of human activity — ^war and peace, economics, educa- 
tion — ^which were regarded as seigplar or profane, and thus as 
exempted from the spiritual critique. His favourite idea, the 
idea which gave unity and meaning to all sides of his work, 
was to introduce ‘ the highest principles of action into regions 
comparatively uncongenial to their reception’.® Of these 

1 Ibid., vol. i, p. 95. * Ibid., vol. ii, p. 13. ® Ibid., vol. i, p. 86. 
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‘regions’, that which Arnold knew best was the nature of 
boyhood, and no one realized more clearly than he how 
‘uncongenial’ this was apt to be to the reception of the 
‘highest principles’. Though he hoped to make Rugby ‘a 
place of Christian education ’, he never expected to do more 
than begin to form Christian men, ‘for Christian boys I can 
scarcely hope to make ; I mean ’, he adds, 

‘that from the natural imperfect state of boyhood, they are not 
susceptible of Christian principles in their full development upon 
their practice, and I suspect that a low standard of morality in 
many respects must be tolerated amongst them, as it was on a larger 
scale in what I consider the boyhood of the human race.’ ^ 

It was because he realized how ‘uncongenial’ also were the 
regions of secular politics and the social order, that he wished 
to rally all Christians into one great national society for 
Christianizing our whole social, political and economic organ- 
ism. The alarms and disturbances of the Reform Bill period, 
and all the prevalent miseries, inequalities and injustices, 
seemed to him to be due to the failure of the national Church 
to check the national sins. ‘I cannot understand’, he 
wrote, 

‘what is the good of a national Church if it be not to Christianize 
the nation, and introduce the principles of Christianity into men’s 
social and civil relations, and expose the wickedness of that spirit 
which maintains the game laws, and in agriculture and trade seems 
to think that there is no such sin as covetousness, and that if a man 
is not dishonest, he has nothing to do but make all the profit of his 
capital that he can.’ * 

From at least as early as 1827 Arnold had conceived the 
idea of a magnum opus on Christian Politics or Church and 
State ; he never completed this, but we have his leading ideas 
in the Principles of Church Reform (1833), in Fragment on 
the Church (published 1 844) with its Appendices, and in his 
Sermons and letters. These ideas were fully formed before 
the Oxford Movement began, though his later pronounce- 

1 Ibid., vol. i, p. 75. “ Ibid., p. 243. 
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merits were often influenced by his opposition to the spirit 
of Tractarianism. The point on which he first attained to 
clear certainty was that the Christian view of the true end of 
man has a direct bearing on ‘our views of national wealth, 
and the whole question of political economy’. Where Church 
and State are properly united according to the true idea of 
each, ‘ the Gospel is directly brought into contact with poli- 
tical institutions, and has to purify these as well as private 
individuals; the clergy are directly called upon to Chris- 
tianize the nation, not only to inculcate the private virtues 
of the Gospel’. This duty the Church of England has neg- 
lected; on the unchristian principles of statecraft, on the 
unchristian order of society, on war, on the slave trade, its 
pronouncements have been equivocal. The purpose of the 
Gospel is righteousness, not ‘imputed’ merely, but actual 
and operative : ‘ the restoration of our moral nature from its 
state of corrupt principles and practice, and the raising it 
into a capacity of enjoying everlasting communion with 
God’.^ To represent Christianity as an ‘awful mystery’ is to 
separate it from living issues; it is this above all which has 
provoked the German rationalist reaction. With that itera- 
tion which became a still more marked mannerism in his son 
Matthew, Arnold insists that the Church is a society ‘for the 
putting down of moral evil’, ‘for the moral improvement of 
mankind’ ; edification, devotion, consolation and the like are 
important objects, but they are means, not ends in them- 
selves. The ‘social character’ of religion has been lost sight 
of, and the ministry has been corrupted into a priesthood, 
almost monopolizing ‘the active functions of the whole 
body’. And if the Church has failed through this sacerdotal 
aloofness, it has failed no less through a misconception of 
the nature of Christian doctrine; the predominant character 
of Christian doctrine has been supposed to be ‘truth’, 
whereas it is, in fact, ‘efficacy for moral good’; its inmost 
raison d'itre is the transformation of men and society, not 
the declaration of certain propositions. Christian doctrine is 
made up of ‘precept’ and ‘exemplary facts’, and it is an 
error to exclude precept from it, consigning this to a lower 

* Fra^ents on Church and State (1845), Appendix I, p. ii. 


•56 



THOMAS ARNOLD 


category as ‘practical instruction’. The practical side of 
Christianity is, for Arnold, its very essence, and 

‘there can be no more fatal error, none certainly more entirely at 
variance with the Scripture model, than to acquaint the mind with 
the truths of religion in a theoretical form, leaving the application 
of them to be made afterwards.’ ^ 

Scripture is ‘wholly relative and practical’, ‘as producing a 
certain particular moral impression on our minds, — not as 
declaring some positive truth in the nature of things’. It is 
here that the Articles differ from Scripture, for they convey 
Christian doctrines ‘ in the shape of abstract truths ’, instead 
of conveying them ‘as lessons’. 

But the weakness of the Church has been due also to 
disunity, and especially to the existence of one ‘established’ 
Church and a number of ‘dissenting’ Churches, The true 
aim of the State is identical with that of ‘the Church’: the 
highest well-being of society, moral and spiritual as well as 
physical; in a Christian country the State cannot but he the 
Church, Arnold would therefore comprehend the Dissenters 
within the ‘idea’ of the national Church; this proposal he 
works out in his Principles of Church Reform^ a subject about 
which there was then (1833) much talk, most of it springing, 
however, in his view, from a desire for ‘ Church Destruction ’ 
or ‘Church Robbery’, In defending the idea of an Estab- 
lishment, he first elaborates Coleridge’s point about the im- 
portance, in an age of laissez-faire, when every individual 
scrambles for all he can get, of having part of the national 
wealth ‘ saved out of the scramble of individual selfishness, 
and set apart for ever for public purposes’. In England we 
are ‘ beset on every side by the exclusiveness of private pro- 
perty’; the Establishment provides a counterpoise and a 
mitigation of this exclusiveness. Further (another Cole- 
ridgean topic), there is the advantage of having a Christian 
scholar and gentleman in every parish of the land, a man 
whose sole function is to do as much good as he can; why 
should anyone doubt the wisdom of this arrangement.'* 
However, the sectarian spirit unfortunately exists: it is an 
1 Ibid., Appendix II, p. 34. 
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inevitable result of the Reformation, for different construc- 
tions were bound to be put upon the Scriptures which were 
acknowledged by all to be authoritative. The Roman Catholic 
Church avoids the difficulty by claiming infallible wisdom: 
a ‘false claim’ indeed, yet the Reformers, while demanding 
uniformity and conformity, ‘disclaimed what alone could 
justify them in enforcing it — ^the possession of infallibility’. 
There followed conflict, persecution and finally ‘toleration’: 
anything, in short, rather than Christian charity and Christian 
union. In the ‘deep calm of the first seventy years of the 
eighteenth century’ the Church’s stiffness and want of adapt- 
ability caused dissent to spread amongst the new manu- 
facturing masses ; this calm was succeeded by revolutionary 
agitation. What then is now to be done ? Since, in Protestant- 
ism, there is no infallible authority, why not try a different 
system why not ‘ unite in one Church different opinions and 
different rites and ceremonies*?^ Arnold considers the pos- 
sibility of union under three heads: doctrine, government 
and liturgy. There would be no difficulty in making a r^sum^ 
of Christian belief in which Anglicans, Presbyterians, Metho- 
dists, Independents, Baptists and Moravians could all con- 
cur. Quakers could be conciliated by expunging from the 
Articles the needless justifications of war and oaths. The 
Unitarians present a rather tougher problem: they would 
have to go so far as to call Christ ‘Lord’ and ‘God’, and use 
prayers to Him, though we need not force them to explain 
what they mean by these terms. Arnold was quite sure that 
the tenets of Unitar ianism were irreconcilable with Chris- 
tianity, as his letter to a Unitarian parent® shows, yet he was 
equally certain that no ‘opinions’, whether orthodox or not, 
could as such constitute the bond of communion. Opinions 
about God’s moral attributes, indeed, 

‘are of the last importance, because such as we suppose him to be 
morally, such we strive to become ourselves; but opinions as to his 
nature metaphjrsically may be wholly unimportant, because they are 
often of such a kind as to be wholly inoperative upon our spiritual 

* Principles of Church Reform (1833), in Miscellaneous Works (1845), P- * 79 ’ 

* Stanley’s Life, vol. i, p. 225. 
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state: they neither advance us in goodness; nor obstruct our pro- 
gress in it.’ ^ 

As for Church government, Arnold held with Hooker 
that the Scriptures are the sole authority for Christian truth, 
but not for the constitution and rules of the Church, on 
which Christ and the apostles left us no instructions. The 
original idea of the Christian Church was that the whole 
body of Christians should share in its concerns, the notion of 
a ‘human priesthood' being excluded by the primary recog- 
nition of Christ as the sole priest and intercessor. ‘ To restore 
Christ’s church, therefore, is to expel the antichrist of priest- 
hood ’, and to restore the laity to the discharge of their proper 
duties.^ At present. Church organization is far too thin and 
sketchy, and not democratic enough. In a parish we have 
only the parish clerk, the churchwardens, the overseers of 
the poor, the beadle and constable: ‘what an organization 
for a religious society!’ he exclaims. His proposed remedies 
were numerous : he would, first, revive the Order of Deacons, 
which would provide a much-needed link between clergy 
and laity, and dispel the prevailing confusion of ‘church’ 
and ‘clergy’; he would repeal the laws forbidding deacons 
to follow a secular calling. Behind this proposal is Arnold’s 
desire to abolish the distinction between ‘spiritual’ and 
‘secular’; for him, all things are secular, and all things 
spiritual. He would, moreover, modify the Articles, so that 
dissenting ministers might at once become ministers of the 
Establishment. To make the constitution of the Church 
more democratic, and to give the laity a greater interest in 
its concerns, he would have church officers in every parish, 
lay and clerical, to share responsibility with the parson ; he 
would even allow election of ministers. He would, indeed, 
retain Episcopacy, and holds that insistence on episcopal 
ordination would not be unreasonable in return for his many 
concessions. 

Lastly, on the question of public worship, Arnold’s main 
proposal is to use the parish churches for all the varying 

1 Principles (postscript), p. 325. 

® Cf. Introd. to Sermons, vol. iv (1841}, p. Hi. 
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services of the united sects : services which would be held at 
different times, not only on Sundays, but on weekdays as 
well: ‘I hardly know a more melancholy sight’, he says, 
‘than the uninterrupted loneliness in which our Churches 
are so often left, from one Sunday to another. ’ ^ The Church’s 
constant repetitions of the same liturgy are to him an evil, 
and he would welcome the proposed variety — though he 
does not expect the denominations to attend each other’s 
services unless they like. The aesthetic appeal of the parish 
church is of the highest importance, and this new use of it 
would ensure 

‘that some of the most perfect specimens of architecture in existence 
should no longer be connected, in any man’s mind, with the bitter- 
ness of sectarian hostility; that none should be forced to associate, 
with their most solemn and dearest recollections, such utter coarse- 
ness and deformity as characterize the great proportion of the 
Dissenting chapels throughout England.’ 

High Churchmen will probably denounce him as ‘latitud- 
inarian’ and ‘liberal’, he concludes; but the issue is nothing 
less than the continuance of England as a Christian country, 
‘and England, to a true Englishman, ought to be dearer 
than the peculiar forms of the Church of England’. 


III. Arnold and the Oxford Movement 

It is not surprising that a man who held such views, a 
man who disliked the Articles because they ‘ represent truth 
untruly’, whereas the same truth ‘becomes more Christian, 
just in proportion as it is less theological’ — should have been 
utterly opposed to the Oxford Movement. He described the 
Tractarians as ‘the very bad party’, considered that they 
were teaching ‘old error’ instead of ‘new truth’, and pro- 
fessed himself unable to account for the strange infatuation 
of those who found Newmanism attractive. Oxford men, in 
his opinion, were idolaters, because they placed Church and 
Sacrament above Christ himself. Moreover, at a time when 

1 Principles, p. 305. 
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diflFerences between Christian and Christian had become 
insignificant beside the profound and ever-growing opposi- 
tion of Christian and non-Christian, ‘ all this stuflF about the 
true Church ’ seemed to him tragically irrelevant and futile. 
The sort of clergyman who could anxiously doubt whether, 
unless appointed by genuine Apostolical succession, he could 
safely and assuredly administer the sacraments, appeared to 
Arnold to be ‘substituting unrealities for realities’. His view 
of the Oxford Movement is well seen in the Introduction to 
the fourth volume of his Sermons, to which he character- 
istically prefixes this extract from Coleridge {Literary Re- 
mains, iii, 386): 

‘As far as the principle on which Archbishop Laud and his 
followers acted went to re-actuate his idea of the church, as a co- 
ordinate and living power by right of Christ’s institution and express 
promise, I go along with them; but I soon discover that by the 
church they meant the clergy, the hierarchy exclusively, and then 
I fly off from them in a tangent.’ 

Arnold quotes a phrase from Newman’s celebrated letter to 
Dr Jelf (1841) explaining the purpose of Tract xc; this is 
what Newman had said (I have italicized the quoted phrase) : 

‘There is at the moment a great progress of the religious mind of 
our Church to something deeper and truer than satisfied the last cen- 
tury. . . . The poets and philosophers of the age have borne witness 
to it many years. Those great names in our literature. Sir Walter 
Scott, Mr Wordsworth, Mr Coleridge, though in different ways 
and with essential differences one from another, and perhaps from 
any Church system, bear witness to it. . . . The age is moving 
towards something, and most unhappily the one religious com- 
munion among us which has of late years been in practice in posses- 
sion of that something is the Church of Rome. She alone, amid all 
the errors and evils of her practical system, has given free scope to 
the feelings of awe, mystery, tenderness, reverence, devotedness, and 
other feelings which may be especially called Catholic.’ 

With much of this, and especially with the quest for ‘some- 
thing deeper and truer than satisfied the last century’, Arnold 
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could not fail to be in full sympathy. Ilis own strivings were 
in precisely that direction, and he too saw in Wordsworth, 
and still more in Coleridge, happy omens of the spiritual 
awakening of the age. In Newman’s famous essay on The 
State of Religious Parties (British Critic, April 1839) ^ Arnold 
could have found little to offend, and much to encourage 
him. Newman’s references to the European reaction against 
the superficial rationalism of the eighteenth century, to the 
shrivelling of Benthamism under a warmer and richer philo- 
sophy; his analysis of the three main forces in current Euro- 
pean opinion: Popery (Italy), Pantheism (Germany) and 
Democracy (France); his demand for a Via Media which 
would lead us safely through the pitfalls of all three; his 
conclusion, especially, that ‘though the current of the age 
cannot be stopped, it may -be directed; and it is better that 
it should find its way into the Anglican port, than that it 
should be propelled into Popery, or drifted upon unbelief ’ ^ 
— all this was fully after Arnold’s own heart. But what was 
Newman’s ‘something deeper and truer’? Reiterating the 
phrase in the authentic Arnoldian manner, Arnold finds that 
it is really, in the last resort, the doctrine of the Apostolical 
Succession, the doctrine that ‘ God’s grace, and our salvation, 
come to us principally through the virtues of the sacraments 
[not through preaching]’, and that ‘the virtue of the sacra- 
ments depends on the apostolical succession of those who 
administer them’. Newman and the Newmanites, in their 
reaction from ‘the whole period of which the last century 
was the close, and which began nearly with the sixteenth 
century ’ , over-idealize the Middle Ages ; detesting and dread- 
ing their own century, they exalt all that its time-spirit denies. 
In so doing they revive the mediaeval conception of the 
Church as a sacerdotal caste, and this to Arnold seemed 
tragic blindness and folly. ‘When we look’, he wrote a year 
before his death, 

‘When we look at the condition of our country; at the poverty and 
wretchedness of so large a part of the working classes; at the 
intellectual and moral evils which certainly exist among the poor. 


1 British Critic, vol. xxv, p. 395. 
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but by no means amongst the poor only; and when we witness the 
many partial attempts to remedy these evils — attempts benevolent 
indeed and wise, so far as they go, but utterly unable to strike at the 
heart of the mischief; can any Christian doubt that here is the work 
for the Church of Christ to do; that none else can do it; and that 
with the blessing of her Almighty Head she can.’ ^ 

And Newman comes forward with nothing better to offer 
than — ^the Apostolical Succession! When we consider how 
utterly inadequate is the present Establishment to meet the 
needs of the great new manufacturing towns and districts, 
we may well feel that our business is ‘ not so much to reform 
the Church, as to create one’. 


IV. Religion and Education 

It was Arnold’s conviction, expressed in his Inaugural 
Lecture at Oxford (Dec. 1841), that ‘belief in the desirable- 
ness of an act differs widely from belief in the truth of a 
proposition’. ‘All societies of men, whether we call them 
states or churches, should make their bond to consist in a 
common object and a common practice, rather than in a 
common belief; in other words, their end should be good 
rather than truth.’ ^ It is for religion to teach us wherein 
‘ good ’ consists, and how to realize it in our individual lives 
and in society. Let us not delude ourselves, he warns the 
Rugby Mechanics’ Institute, into supposing that the dif- 
fusion of useful knowledge is genuine ‘adult education’; 
neither science nor literature alone can instruct the judg- 
ment — only moral and religious knowledge can do this.® To 
discuss educational aims or public reforms as if Chris- 
tianity did not exist was therefore to sail without a rudder 
and compass. Christianity is precisely a system for propa- 
gating a certain given set of moral standards; to imagine 
that either intellectual belief or ceremonial practice are its 
essence is to miss the true proportions of things. He defines 

^ IntTod. to Sermons, vol. iv (1841), p. Ixv. 

® Introductory Lectures on Modem History (1842), pp. 50-2. 

® Lecture to the Mechanics’ Institute at Rugby, Miscellaneous Works (1845), 
p. 423. 
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religion, indeed, as ‘a system directing and influencing our 
conduct, principles and feelings, and professing to do this 
with sovereign authority and most efficacious influence’ in 
a Christian country, therefore, a knowledge of Christianity 
is essential even to intellectual education. In our own time, 
a hundred years after Arnold, much is being thought and 
said about the dangers of specialized training in schools and 
universities, and especially about the gulf between science 
and ‘the humanities’. In these discussions it often seems to 
be implied that if only the scientists could be sufficiently 
dosed with ‘culture’, and the arts students with science, all 
would be well. A literary don may perhaps be pardoned for 
thinking that since much ‘literature’ contains the Christian 
and humanist values In solution, the former kind of dosage 
is even more important than the latter. But in fact Arnold’s 
point stands firm ; neither science nor literature alone, nor a 
mechanical mixture of both, can ‘instruct the judgment’. 
Standards derived from a superior source must be brought 
to bear upon ‘ masterpieces ’ if they are to be rightly appraised, 
and upon scientific results if we are to learn how to use and 
apply them without catastrophe. 

V. Scriptural Interpretation 

It is In his Essay on the Right Interpretation of the Scriptures^ 
that Arnold most clearly shows that quality designated by 
his son as ‘wonderfully European’. Arnold was one of that 
very small group of scholars and clergymen who, through 
Coleridge’s writings and through independent study, were 
aware of German criticism, and awake to its meaning for the 
future of Protestantism. Already in January 1835 we find 
him asking Mr Justice Coleridge whether he has seen his 
uncle’s ‘Letters on Inspiration’, and remarking that they are 
fitted to ‘break ground’ on a question which ‘involves so 
great a shock to existing notions’ ® — the greatest shock, he 
adds, since the exposure of the falsehood of the Papal infalli- 
bility doctrine (he does not specify when he thinks that took 

1 Stanley’s Life, vol. il, p. 69. ® Sermons, vol. ii (1832). 

“ Life, vol. i, p. 344. 
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place). This shock will most certainly come, but it will end, 
he characteristically affirms, ‘in spite of the fears and clam- 
ours of the weak and bigoted, in the higher exalting and 
more sure establishing of Christian truth’. Two days later 
he writes to Julius Hare cordially supporting the latter’s 
proposal for a Theological Review; such a Review should, 
amongst other things, ‘make some beginnings of Biblical 
Criticism, which, as far as relates to the Old Testament, is 
in England almost non-existent’. What Wolf and Niebuhr 
have done for Greece and Rome ‘seems sadly wanted for 
Judaea’ ^ — ^that is, the fixing of the dates and real origins of 
the Old Testament books. What gave Arnold courage and 
confidence in facing this issue was that deepest of all his 
convictions, that 

‘Christian unity and the perfection of Christ’s Church are inde- 
pendent of theological Articles of opinion; consisting in a certain 
moral state and moral and religious affections, which have existed in 
good Christians of all ages and all communions, along with an 
infinitely-varying proportion of truth and error.’ ^ 

The same conviction enabled him at once to transcend Pro- 
testant bibliolatry, and to see the absurdity of that Protestant 
prejudice which talks of ‘Popery as the great Apostasy’, and 
looks for Christ’s Church ‘only amongst the remnant of the 
Vaudois’ — though he finds it equally absurd ‘to look to 
what is called the Primitive Church or the Fathers for pure 
models of faith in the sense of opinion or of government’. 
How, then, should a modern educated man approach his 
Bible .? If he reads it in the old Protestant way, as if it were 
‘all composed at one time, and addressed to persons similarly 
situated’, he will be perplexed with apparent obscurities, con- 
tradictions and immoralities. To guide him through these 
perplexities Arnold proffers two main conceptions : one, that 
revelation was ‘progressive’; the other, that ‘questions of 
criticism’ are quite separate from ‘questions of religion’. 
Revelation was progressive — ^that is to say, God did not 
think proper ‘to raise mankind at once to its highest state of 
moral perfection’, nor therefore did He reveal His purposes 

^ Ibid., p. 3SI- ® Ibid., p. 345 (my italics). 
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from the outset in a fixed, universal or final form. In any 
such communication ‘ between a Being of infinite knowledge, 
and one of finite’, ‘accommodation’ was inevitable ; the com- 
mands issued, and the training applied, must be appropriate 
to each stage of human development. Arnold accordingly 
lays down his first main principle of interpretation : that 

‘a command given to one man, or one generation of men, is, and 
can be, binding upon other men and other generations, only so far 
forth, as the circumstances in which both are placed are similar.’ i 

As in the education of our own children, acts are commanded 
or forbidden in the childhood of mankind which would be 
inappropriate at a later and more advanced stage of moral 
development. We have already seen that Arnold did not 
consider Rugby ‘new boys’ to be ‘susceptible of Christian 
principles in their full development’, and the same must be 
true of the boyhood of the human race. The slaughter of the 
Amalekites enjoined upon Saul, for instance, shocks and 
appals us, but what would be its moral quality to a chieftain 
in Saul’s age and situation ? It would be a command enjoin- 
ing self-denial: destruction for God instead of exploitation 
for Saul’s own enrichment. We know now that God abhors 
such acts as the sacrifice of Isaac, but Abraham did not, and 
the renunciation of what is dearest still remains a necessity 
of spiritual discipline. Arnold’s method leads us virtually to 
this : that we must distinguish between the original meanings 
of such passages — their meanings to the patriarchs or to the 
narrators of their story — and the meanings which they yield 
when taken as types of Christian truths to be revealed later. 
The same principle (as Professor Hodges has recently sug- 
gested) may be applied to ‘prophecy’ ; the promise of Israel’s 
ultimate triumph, at first interpreted in terms of worldly 
dominion, was only gradually and painfully seen to be ful- 
filled through a reversal of earthly hopes, and Christ becomes 
the antetype of Isaiah’s ‘suffering servant’. We may concede 
to ‘criticism’ that the Old Testament writers were neither 
‘predicting’, nor wrapping up advanced insights in dark 
parables; nevertheless the Messianic ‘prophecies’, for ex- 

1 Sermons, vol. ii (1832), p. 431. 
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ample, were indeed ‘about Christ’ in the sense that what was 
there mirrored in a glass darkly was in him seen face to face. 

On the topic of miracles Arnold’s voice becomes more un- 
certain; I think the subject puzzled and distressed him. He 
professes to be unable to understand the general argument 
against all miracles, except on the ground of atheism. Once 
we reach even the deistical position, once a supernatural 
reality is admitted, it becomes illogical to deny the possi- 
bility of supernatural interventions. If the a priori possibility 
of miracles be admitted, then all will be dependent upon the 
truth of one miracle: the Resurrection; if that is true, we 
may reject all others without rejecting the Gospel. Arnold 
evidently does not feel ready to take this line, but he sees 
that his doctrine of progressive revelation can be applied to 
the interpretation of miracles. The Old Testament miracles 
might be disproved, and yet the core of their meaning might 
remain; they might mean that Israel was conscious of a 
divine leading, and could only express this consciousness 
through supernatural imagery. We in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, says Arnold, can dispense with miracles; the lower 
forms in God’s school could not. Does this mean, however, 
that the miracles ‘actually happened’, or that the Israelites 
needed to believe that they had.^ Arnold’s own belief in the 
divine guidance of the Jews ‘inclines’ him to accept them 
literally, though his own principles certainly allowed him 
greater latitude. 

Arnold rises to his best level of insight, however, when 
he is applying his distinction between ‘ questions of criticism’ 
and ‘questions of religion’. Here his most deeply felt cer- 
tainty, the conviction that the true basis of religion was moral 
and spiritual, served him well, and gave him a firm foothold. 
We hear a great deal, he says, of historical, critical and scien- 
tific ‘objections’ to the Bible, and it seems to be supposed 
that the Christian faith depends upon their solution, whereas 
it is really quite unconcerned with them. Even if we jettison 
the ‘ inspiration ’ of the historical records, the ‘ truths ’ therein 
mediated remain unaffected. He protests against the fear 
with which religious people regard critical enquiry; such 
fear turns ‘critical’ into ‘religious’ issues and forces the 
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critics to become impugners of orthodoxy. It is quite true 
that the critical spirit is often identified with coldness and 
irreverence ; that scholars often discuss God in the abstract, 
with no feeling of personal relation to Him: ‘the Bible has 
presented itself to their minds more frequently in connexion 
with their studies than with their practice’. The study of 
Hebrew is neglected in England, and the student is thus 
thrown into the arms of the Germans. The remedy is, not to 
shrink in terror from such studies, but to pursue them more 
deeply, and in full awareness that they are critical studies, 
and neither devotional exercises nor subversive attacks. ‘We 
know’, he writes, 

‘the vehemence with which some of the conclusions of geology . . . 
have been resisted, as if these, too, interfered with our belief in 
revelation.' ^ 

But a true believer’s faith is ‘too deeply rooted to need the 
paltry aid of ignorance and fear’. What is ‘revealed’ in 
Scripture is the will of God and the duty of man, and it is 
with these that religion is concerned. Historical or geological 
theories do not, in themselves, belong to the sphere of faith ; 
all that may be demanded of them is that they shall correctly 
read God’s thoughts after Him. Are they true } the believer 
will ask : then, if so, they cannot conflict with revelation ; if 
they seem to conflict, it is because we have failed, as Israel 
so often failed, to grasp the deeper meaning of God’s 
message. 

‘With neither the unbeliever’s prejudice on one side, nor on the 
other the prejudice of a faith not duly aware of its own immovable 
foundations, and approaching therefore, with secret fear, to the 
examination of questions really powerless to affect it, he will seek 
truth only, sure that whatever it may be, it must turn to the glory 
of God.’ 2 

Of these ‘immovable foundations’ Arnold gave a succinct 
account in two letters to Lady Egerton ® on ‘ the conversion 
of a person with atheistical opinions’; it is an account in the 

^ Ibid; p. 482 (my italics). ‘ Ibid., p. 484. 

* Life, vol. i, pp. 271 and 274. 
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spirit of Coleridge, and almost certainly influenced by him. 
Intellectually^ the difficulties of faith are no greater than those 
of unbelief; morally^ faith wins every time, for it is a necessary 
condition of health for the soul. We must not expect or 
demand that there shall be no difficulties; faith, however, 
determines us to ‘embrace that side which leads to moral 
and practical perfection The unbeliever 

‘makes the greatest moral sacrifice to obtain partial satisfliction to 
his intellect: a believer insures the greatest moral perfection, vMh 
partial satisfaction to his intellect also; entire satisfaction to the 
intellect is, and can be, attained by neither' ^ 


VI. Arnold and the Lake District 


'Be thankful, thou ; for if unholy deeds 
Ravage the world, tranquillity is here!' 

[WordsworthJ 


So Thomas Arnold might have written of Fox How; so, 
in other language, he constantly did. For his life was not all 
‘unhasting, unresting diligence’ 2; like nearly all the Chris- 
tian (and other) Pilgrims of the nineteenth century, he 
turned periodically for solace to Beulah and the Delectable 
Mountains. Near the banks of the Rothay, and in close 
neighbourhood to Wordsworth at Rydal Mount, Arnold 
built his holiday home; and there, in that incomparable 
valley, he (and his family long after him) found rest and 
regeneration. I speak deliberately of this in a book devoted 
mainly to other themes, for I think that the whole course of 
English thought and letters in the nineteenth century would 
have been different if this island had not contained the 
mountain paradise of Westmorland and Cumberland. The 
Lake District was part of its religious creed; as Mr Aldous 
Huxley has said, for good Wordsworthians a tour through 
Westmorland was ‘as good as a visit to Jerusalem*. The 
Alps, indeed, offered their rarer ecstasies to the leisured and 
the adventurous, but the Lakeland mountains, linking heaven 
with home, spoke more healingly and intimately to the heart. 


* Ibid, (my italics). 


2 Carlyle’s phrase about him. 
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Throughout that ‘ iron time of doubts, disputes, distractions, 
fears’, they remained, for the dweller on the darkling plain, 
a silent and constant symbol of possible sublimity. Amidst 
the shaking of creeds and the crumbling of foundations, 
‘Nature’ had already, in the previous century, attracted to 
itself much religious feeling, but it was in the nineteenth 
century that this particular geographical region became part 
of the national mythology. Doubtless Wordsworth had much 
to do with this, but I suspect that even without him the clear 
streams, the exquisite grass and flowers, the bog-scented air, 
the silence and the solitude of the district would have sup- 
plied their tonic and anodyne to the townsman and the in- 
habitant of Doubting Castle. For an England becoming 
steadily smokier and more hideous, and becoming less and 
less assured of its spiritual foundations and direction, it was 
(as it still is) of momentous importance that there should 
remain a region owing nothing to human contrivance and 
undesecrated by human hand, which could symbolize per- 
manence, grandeur and joy, and convey 

‘Authentic tidings of invisible things; 

Of ebb and flow, and ever-during power; 

And central peace, subsisting at the heart 

Of endless agitation.’ ^ 

Arnold’s passion for Fox How was all the more intense 
because the lines had not fallen to him in pleasant places ; he 
speaks of the ‘unsurpassable dulness of Rugby’, and gazes 
with ‘humorous despair’ across the fields and hedgerows 
east of the town, reflecting that ‘there is nothing fine between 
us and the Ural mountains’. Sensitive, like a true son of his 
century, to every nuance of landscape, he feels the spell of 
Oxfordshire, and concludes from this that Warwickshire, like 
Cambridgeshire and most of the eastern counties, is genuinely 
‘uninteresting’, and has not merely suffered in comparison 
with Westmorland. But Westmorland delighted him not 
merely because of its beauty, freedom and repose, not 
merely because of its running streams — ‘the most beautiful 
object in nature’ — or its wild flowers, which affected him 

^ Excursion, bk. iv, 1 144. 
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like music. He valued it also as a retreat from the crudities 
of school life, and from the sad preoccupations of his work- 
ing days. When he was at Fox How, the problems of Church 
and State, rich and poor, faith and reason, and 

‘what we feel of sorrow and despair 
F rom ruin and from change, and all the grief 
That passing shows of Being leave behind, 

Appeared an idle dream, that could not live 
Where meditation was.’ 

And so, even in the ‘cool, flowery lap of earth’, his unsleep- ■ 
ing conscience felt the nettle danger; was it, perhaps, ignoble 
ease that he found in Easedale, ‘most delicious of vales’? 
He looks at the mountains which shut in the valley, and thinks 
he could be content never to wander beyond them any more, 
and to take rest in a place he loves so dearly. But then he 
feels ashamed of the wish ; Fox How is ‘ a home so peaceful 
and delightful that it would not be right to make it one’s 
constant portion ’.^ Christians must seek not yet repose, and 
even natural beauty may become a temptation, luring the 
pilgrim into enchanted gardens and bowers of Acrasia. 
‘Really, in these most troublous times, it seems more than 
is allowable to be living, as we are here, in a place of so much 
rest and beauty.’ * And yet his normal life was such a ‘per- 
petual turmoil ’ that surely it could not be amiss to retire at 
rare intervals to the mount of transfiguration, and stand 
there with the Lord ? Mountain joy can be sacred, not pro- 
fane; from the days of Moses and the Psalmist to the time 
of Christ himself and onwards, great things have been when 
men and mountains met. 

‘I often used to think of the solemn comparison in the Psalm, 
“the hills stand round about Jerusalem; even so standeth the Lord 
about his people’’. The girdling in of the mountains round the 
valley of our home is as apt an image as any earthly thing can be of 
the encircling of the everlasting arms, keeping off evil and showering 
all good.’ ® 

No, the truly fatal lure was not the mountains, but the 
beckoning shadow of the High Church reaction, tempting 

^ Life, vol. ii, p. go. ® Ibid., p. i66. ® Ibid., p. 43. 
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US into the mediaeval maze — ‘like that phantom which 
Minerva sent to Hector to tempt him to his fate, by making 
him think that Deiphobus was at hand to help him’.^ From 
the hills comes real help : 

‘Early had he learned 
, To reverence the volume that displays 

The m)^tery, the life that cannot die; 

But in the mountains did he/rr/ his faith. 

All things, responsive to the writing, there 
Breathed immortality, revolving life. 

And greatness" still revolving; infinite: 

There littleness was not; the least of things 
Seemed infinite; and there his spirit shaped 
Her prospects, nor did he believe, — he saw.' ® 

Besides, these joys, and this communion, were not tasted in 
selfish isolation : they were shared with his family and many 
friends, and above all with Rugby boys. 

‘I find Westmorland very convenient in giving me an opportunity 
of having some of the Sixth Form with me in the holidays; not to 
read, of course, but to refresh their health when they get knocked 
up by the work, and to show them mountains and dales, a great point 
in education, and a great desideratum to those who only know the 
central or southern counties of England.’ ® 

Arnold’s sudden death, at the age of forty-seven, sent a 
wave of sorrow and consternation throughout the whole 
country. Newman had once asked with affected incredulity 
‘Is a Christian?’ But when he died, not only his devoted 
pupils and disciples, but men of all creeds and parties, recog- 
nized that a great spirit had departed from their midst. 

1 Ibid., vol. i, p. 334. • Excursion, bk. i, 113. 

5 Life, vol. i, p. 334 (my italics). 
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CHAPTER III 


NEWMAN AND THE OXFORD 
MOVEMENT 

‘Forty years ago, when I was an undergraduate at Oxford, voices 
were in the air there which haunt my memory still. Happy the man 
who in that susceptible season of youth hears such voices! they are 
a possession to him for ever. No such voices as those which we 
heard in our youth at Oxford are sounding there now.^xford has 
more criticism now, more knowledge, more light; but such voices 
as those of our youth it has no longer. The name of Cardinal 
Newman is a great name to the imagination still; his genius and 
his style are still things of power. But he is over eighty years of age; 
he is in the Oratory at Birmingham; Tie has adopted, for the doubts 
and difficulties which beset men’s minds today, a solution which, to 
speak frankly, is impossible. Forty years ago he was in the very 
prime of life; he was close at hand to us at Oxford; he was preaching 
in St. Mary’s pulpit every Sunday; he seemed about to renew what 
was for us the most national and natural institution in the world, 
the Church of England. Who could resist the charm of that 
spiritual apparition, gliding in the dim afternoon light through the 
aisles of St. Mary’s, rising into the pulpit, and then, in the most 
entrancing of voices, breaking the silence with words and thoughts 
which were a religious music — subtle, sweet, mournful ? ’ 

S O spoke Matthew Arnold in 1883, introducing his 
American discourse on Emerson; such, in general, 
has been the prevailing estimate of Newman in Eng- 
land, and no one has stated it more memorably. In that 
passage of cadenced prose, so akin in spirit and tone to 
Newman’s own manner, Arnold has given us a Newman^ 
who, like the dreaming spires and moonlit gardens of Oxford, 
has become “a symbol of lost youth and lost causes. ‘Some- 
where or other I have spoken of those “last enchantments of 
the Middle Age” which Oxford sheds around us, and here 
they werel’ The story of the Oxford Movement has been 
often told, and it is no part of my intention to repeat it here. 
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But our account of the nineteenth century, though pretend- 
ing to no exhaustiveness, would be out of proportion without 
some attention to its significance. I propose, therefore, to 
enquire briefly how far Newman’s thought and work belong 
to the main luie of nineteenth century development. I shall 
suggest that; he was no mere spell-binder, beckoning his 
hearers with mysterious gestures into an enchanted garden 
of the spirit, but a seer through whose prophesyings some 
of the deepened insights of the age found utterance: in- 
sights none the less ‘advanced’ because of their ‘reactionary’ 
colouring. 

What was it that gave to the ‘ Movement Party’ in its early 
years its joyous, exuberant energy, its militant self-con- 
fidence, its sense of leadership ? -This kind of elan, so clearly 
marked in the early stages of the Oxford Movement, and 
echoing throughout Newman’s many retrospects of its his- 
tory, is usually only given to a party which knows and feels 
that it holds the clue to a contemporary problem, and can 
minister to the special needs of its time; it is not the ‘note’ 
of a merely romantic or antiquarian craze. Something must 
have been rotten in the state of Protestantism for a Catholic 
movement started by a few academic clergymen to have 
attracted so much attention, and to have become known so 
soon ‘to the police in Italy, and the backwoodsmen of 
America ’.1 The movement was, in fact, a part of that great 
deepening of seriousness, that impulse to come to grips with 
history, with the unseen, and with the fundamentals of the 
general human plight, which showed itself also as the French 
Revolution, as Romanticism and as Evangelicalism. That 
other and older Oxford Movement, the Methodist, had 
begun with the same glow and warming of the heart, but 
occurring in the eighteenth century it had had other tasks 
to perform, and could melt the spiritual ice-pack by re- 
affirming the old Protestant certainties. -Tractarianism, if 
only because it followed the revolutionary and romantic up- 
heavals, was bound to be more scholastic, dogmatic and 
ecclesiastical — in a word, more ‘Catholic’. To un-protes- 

1 Newman, Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching (4th ed. 1850), p. 86. 
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tantize the English Church was a project so wildly para- 
doxical, so flatly opposed to ingrained national prejudice, 
that at any previous time since the Reformation it could not 
have been entertained without risk of bloodshed. The signi- 
ficant thing about the period we are now considering is that 
then, in a country where Popery had so long been abhorred 
and tabooed, it began to be possible to listen to popish argu- 
ments — at first perhaps wiA a guilty joy as in tasting for- 
bidden fruit, and then with exhilaration in finding the fruit 
medicinal after all. Newman habitually speaks of the move- 
ment as spontaneous in its origin, not contrived ; it was ‘ in 
the air’, it was a ‘spirit afloat’, a ‘spiritual awakening of 
spiritual wants’. ‘There has been for some years’, he wrote 
,in.ifi-39, ‘a growing tendency towards the character of mind 
and feeling of which Catholic doctrines are the just expres- 
sion ’ ; opinions long obscured begin to be revived, and capti- 
vate by their seeming novelty, but still more by the^ touching 
beauty, loftiness of idea, and earnestness of character which 
they evidence or require’.^ Scott, Southey, Coleridge and 
Wordsworth have all contributed something towards this 
climatic change, though they are to be counted rather as 
‘ indications of what was secretly going on in the minds of 
men, than as causes of it’.'^hen a historical situation has 
for long enough been undermined and riddled, it only needs 
the unimaginable touch of time and of genius to send it top- 
pling ; such, in a sense, was the condition of Protestantism in 
the England of Newman’s prime. So he could write ‘the 
spirit of Luther Is dead ; but Hildebrand and Loyola are still 
alive’ ; so he could say, in one of his first sermons : ‘ I do not 
shrink from uttering my firm conviction that it would be a 
gain to the country were it vastly more superstitious, more 
bigoted, more gloomy, more fierce in its religion than at 
present it shows itself to be.’-^lowly, as the mists of contro- 
versy and illusion begin to clear, the forms of the two real 
spiritual antagonists come into view, and are discerned to be 
those of Catholicism and Rationalism. The battle is on, and 
it lies between these two; all alleged intermediaries — ^all 
evangelicalisms, Erastian establishments, liberalisms or lati- 

^ Essay : State of Religious Parties, in British Critic, April 1839, vol. xxv, pp. 3^ 

75 



NINETEENTH CENTURY STUDIES 


tudinarianisms are things of straw, without life or cohesion. 
When these real opposites meet, ‘then, indeed, will be the 
stern encounter, when two real and living principles, simple, 
entire, and consistent, one in the Church, the other out of it, 
at length rush upon each other, contending not for names 
and words, or half views, but for elementary notions and 
distinctive moral characters’.^ 

Newman always remembered and kept July 14, the day 
of Keble’s Assize Sermon of 1833, as the starting-point of 
the Tractarian Movement. -That Sermon was a protest against 
interference by a secularized Parliament in matters spiritual, 
and the movement has accordingly been regarded as political 
in its origin. As Hurrell Froude pointed out, the House of 
Commons in Hooker’s time had been a Synod of the laity 
of the Church of England, and for that reason alone could 
Hooker tolerate its interference in spiritual concerns. But 
now, after the Reform Bill and the repeal of the Test and 
Corporation Acts, the true situation of the Church became 
apparent; its liturgy, its articles and its status could be 
altered, as its Bishops would be appointed, at the will of a 
parliamentary majority which might be non-Anglican or 
even non-Christian. So/in one sense, '^the original impulse of 
the movement might be expressed in Froude’s exclamation : 
‘let us give up a national Church and have a real one’. Or 
again, Newman himself has said that its object was ‘ to with- 
stand the liberalism of the day’.'^ut the movement was only 
political and anti-liberal because it was primarily spiritual; 
its deepest concern was with the invisible world, not with 
politics or the obsolete ; its driving power, a hunger and thirst 
after righteousness, an effort towards true sanctity. New- 
man’s influence over his Oxford hearers was due to no ritual 
practices or popish affectations — he wore a black gown, and 
used no incense and no eastward position : it was due to ‘ the 
wonderful charm of his mysterious and almost unknown 
personality’.® When men passed him on an Oxford pave- 
ment, and whispered ‘Look, that’s Newman!’, it was with 
reverence towards a ‘spiritual apparition’ — for Newman 
had the air of one whose converse has been in heaven, as 

^ Ibici., p. 419. 2 Thg phrase is Dean Stanley’s. 
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indeed it hadytle was opposed to Erastianism, then, and he 
was opposed to liberalism, because both these things struck 
at the spiritual life : 'Erastianism by enslaving its divine 
guardian, and liberalism by destroying its dogmatic founda- 
tion. Looking back in later years upon the past, he names, 
as the party’s ‘great and deadly foe, their scorn and their 
laughing-stock’, ‘that imbecile, inconsistent thing called 
Protestantism’. 'It was Protestantism which, by rejecting 
Papal authority, had subjected the Church to the State; it 
was Protestantism which, by exalting Scripture and ‘ private 
judgment’, had opened the way to schism and sect, and 
finally to infidelity ; it was Protestantism which, by decrying 
asceticism and good works, and by rejecting so much of the 
ritual, symbolism and practice that Catholicism had held 
conducive to holiness, had lowered the whole devotional life 
of the Church in England, and left it exposed and defence- 
less in its hour of greatest need. 'Above all, by watering down 
the doctrines of the Eucharist and of baptismal regeneration, 
by minimizing the authority of the priesthood, by turning 
the Bishops into civil servants, and by dismissing as ‘ Romish ’ 
so many essential means of grace, it had left Christianity 
unprotected against those forces of unbelief which, as the 
nineteenth century drew on, were assembling for the de- 
struction of all religion whatsoever. /To the Tractarians Pro- 
testantism seemed weak and rotten not merely because it 
was aesthetically meagre, but because it was worldly and 
unspiritual, and because it had no centre of spiritual au- 
thority. Even its palmary efforts after holiness — its Method- 
ism and Evangelicalism — were houses built upon sand : the 
sands of inward assurance and of private judgment, -^he 
Tractarians needed no Tubingen critics to teach them that 
the Bible, and the Bible alone, could not be the rule of faith ; 
it was enough for them to know that the authority of Scrip- 
ture rested upon the authority of the Church, and that the 
Bible existed to prove dogmas, not to supply or constitute 
th^. 

'The strength of Tractarianism lay, then, in its diagnosis 
of the age as blighted by the upas-tree of worldliness, and 
of contemporary Protestantism as incapable of rescuing it 
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from spiritual decay and death, original plan of the 
Oxford men, long before it was borne in upon Newman that 
‘ the Church of Rome will be found right after all ’ was to 
un-Protestantize the Church of England without Roman- 
izing it. ‘We are Catholics without the Popery, and Church- 
of-England men without the Protestantism’, wrote Hurrell 
Froude in 1835.2 ‘The Reformation was a limb badly set — 
it must be broken again in order to be righted.’ ^ ‘The 
spirit of lawlessness came in with the Reformation, and 
Liberalism is its olFspring.’ * The ancient religion ‘had well 
nigh faded away out of the land, through the political 
changes of the last 150 years, and it must be restored. It 
would be in fact a second Reformation : — a better reforma- 
tion, for it would be a return not to the sixteenth century but 
to the seventeenth.’ ® Compare the Church of England now, 
in its decorous torpor, with the Church of the first centuries 
A.D. in all the ‘joyous swing of her advance’! It is not the 
old Reformation that can save her now, or restore her jubilant 
militancy. Nearly all the assumptions on which English Pro- 
testantism had unthinkingly rested for two centuries could 
now be represented as baseless. The ‘plain man’s Bible’ — 
but which plain man.'* and who gave the scriptural books 
their canonical authority.? ‘Justification by Faith only’ — 
then has moral effort no intrinsic worth ? has the old Chris- 
tian ethical and ascetic ideal no value in the sight of God? 
And is not the Church of England, in fact, deficient pre- 
cisely in the ‘note of sanctity’? ‘Must it not be owned that 
the Church of England saints, however good in essentials, 
are with a few rare exceptions deficient in the austere beauty 
of the Catholic ^do<s?’ ®</The State Church’ — but we are 
united to the State as Israel was to Egypt, and ‘ if the State 
will but kick us off we may yet do in England’! The 
alleged ‘purity’ of the Church as opppsed to ‘Romish cor- 
ruptions’ .? — but what is the ‘pure’ state of any living organ- 

^ Apologia, p. 12 1 (references are to Everyman ed.). 

‘ Remains (1838), vol. i, p. 404. 

* Ibid., p. 433. * Apologia, pp. 180-1. 

“ Ibid., p. 63. 

“ Fronde’s Remains, loc. cit., p. 395. 

’ Ibid., p. 302. 
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ism: the embryo or the adult? the seed or the flower? It 
needed all Newman’s knowledge of the early Church, and all 
his argumentative subtlety, to show in a lengthy work how 
‘ corruptions ’ may be distinguished from genuine ‘ develop- 
ments The Reformers of the sixteenth century were not 
the men they have been taken for; they were often time- 
servers and politicians rather than prophets or saints. Froude 
scorned Jewell for calling the Mass a ‘cursed, paltrie ser- 
vice’, for laughing at the Apostolical Succession, for denying 
the Lord’s Supper to be a means of grace as distinct from a 
pledge of remembrance, and for saying that the only ‘ Keys 
of the Kingdom’ are instruction and correction, and that the 
only way they open the Kingdom is by touching men’s 
consciences. ‘Really I hate the Reformation and the Re- 
formers more and more, and have almost made up my mind 
that the ratio nalist spirit they set afloat is the ^ev8oTrpo(f)ijT7)<s 
of the Revelation.’ ‘ I shall never call the Holy Eucharist 
“the Lord’s Supper’’, nor God’s Priests “ministers of the 
word”, or the Altar “the Lord’s table”, etc. etc.; innocent 
as such phrases are in themselves, they have been dirtied. . . . 
Nor shall I even abuse the Roman Catholics as a Church for 
any thing except excommunicating us.’ ® 
mKs, long as Newman retained his Englishman’s suspicion 
of Rome as corrupt, crafty and idolatrous — a ‘ stain upon my 
imagination’, he later called it — he continued to believe in 
the possibility of a Via Media : an English Catholic Church 
like that of Laud, apostolic, yet free from ‘the practical 
abuses and excesses of Rome’. If we were tied to the Re- 
formation, then Anglicans might well be forced towards 
Rome, but fortunately (or should we not rather say provi- 
dentially) the Church of England is not implicated in the 
conduct and opinions of the Reformers. It might have been 
so, but happily Henry VIII wanted only as much doctrinal 
and liturgical change as would enable him to steal church 
property and usurp church government; Edward VI died 
young, and Elizabeth liked the old ritual. All this might 
‘even suggest the idea of a Design to prevent the English 
Reformation from proceeding in any point to express con- 
1 Ibid., p. 389. “ Ibid., pp. 394-5. 
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tradiction of Antiquity’.^ We may thus legitimately interpret 
the formularies of the Church of England, ‘ in all essentials, 
conformably to the doctrine and ritual of the Church Uni- 
versal’.® It was to prove just this that Newman wrote 
Tract xc (1841). The Prayer-Book might breathe the spirit 
of Catholicism, but the Thirty-nine Articles seemed stub- 
bornly Protestant: were they really so.? His thesis was that 
the Articles do not oppose Catholic teaching, and but par- 
tially oppose Roman dogma; they for the most part oppose 
\/only the ‘dominant errors of Rome’. To the argument that 
the Articles were composed against Rome he replies that it 
was only so in a political sense; had Elizabeth ‘a conscience 
against the Mass’.? The only ‘popery’ then opposed was 
the Papal Supremacy, and the Articles were even drawn 
up in the hope of gaining the Papists. This Tract, this 
attempt to put a Catholic construction upon the Articles, was 
grounded, says Newman, upon the belief that ‘the Articles 
need not be so closed as the received method of teaching 
closes them, and ought not to be for the sake of many 
persons. If we will close them, we run the risk of subjecting 
persons whom we should least like to lose to the temptation 
of joining the Church of RomB.’^ ^n tru j^^ the at tempt was 
^hqpele_s.s_; the new (‘reformed’) bottles would not stand the 
old wine. The earlier Tracts had appealed to English ecclesi- 
astical patriotism, but No. xc outraged Anglican suscepti- 
bilities, and the attacks upon it showed how far the move- 
ment had forfeited the support of average Churchmen. How 
hopeless was the attempt, Newman has nowhere shown more 
clearly than in the Lectures on Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in 
Catholic Teaching, addressed to his former associates from the 
further side of the Rubicon. To illustrate the antagonism of 
the English Bishops towards the very party which had toiled 
to uphold their spiritual authority, he quotes from episcopal 
Charges such phrases as these: 

‘It is impossible not to remark upon the subtle wile of the 
Adversary; it has been signally and unexpectedly exemplified in the 

^ Preface (by Newman and Keble) to Part II (1839) of Fronde’s Remains, p. xxiii. 

® Ibid., p. xxi. 
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present day by the revival of errors which might have been sup- 
posed buried for ever.’ 

‘Those who sit in the Reformers’ seat are traducing the Re- 
formation.’ They are ‘walking about our beloved Church, polluting 
the sacred edifice, and leaving their slime about her altars’.^- 


AVell might Newman mourn that ‘it is not at all easy 
(humanly speaking) to wind up an Englishman to a dog- 
matic level ’ ! ® Jt became clear that there were but two 
( alternatives, ‘the way to Rome, and the wa y to Atheism; 
L Anglicanism is^ the halfway” house on the' one side, an^ 
/ Liberalism is the halfway house on the other’. He became 
^more sure that England was in schism than that Roman 
‘additions’ were not true ‘developments’ of the primitive 
Christian doctrine. Speaking later, from his post-conversion 
vantage-point, he could showhow impossible it was for the 
Anglican Church to be ‘wound up’ to the Catholic level 
without denying its own nature and ceasing to be itself. The 
Church of England has perhaps been a bulwark against 
worse things, and historically it has ‘diluted the virulence of 
Protestantism ’.>But it is no real Church at all; it is a mere 
department of Government, dependent on the civil power; 
its Prayer-Book is authorized by an Act of Parliament passed 
two centuries ago; its cathedrals are ‘the spoils of Catholic- 
ism’. The Privy Council has decided (in the Gorham case) 
that a clergyman may hold whatever views he likes on 
Baptismal Regeneration ; what, then, is to hinder the national 
will from sliding down the slippery slope into Arianism and 
finally Atheism? Protestants may rejoice over the Gorham 
judgment, but-^n their blindness they do not see that to 
weaken a fart of the dogmatic structure is to weaken the 
whole. 


‘What though the ritual categorically deposes to the regenera- 
tion of the infont baptized ? The Evangelical party, who in former 
years had the nerve to fbc the charge of dishonesty on the explana- 
tions of the Thirty-nine Articles, put forward by their opponents, 
could all the while be cherishing in their own breasts an inter- 


1 Difficulties, 4th ed. (1850), pp. 97-9. 
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pretation of the Baptismal Service, simply contrary to its most 

luminous declarations.’ ^ 

Ah well, ‘may not the free-born, self-dependent, animal mind 
of the Englishman choose his religion for himself .i” The 
Establishment has life indeed, but not Catholic life ; it is the 
life of a nation, of a state, which is irretrievably Erastian and 
Protestant in sentiment. But4he very first principle of the 
movement was ecclesiastical liberty — antagonism to the 
Royal Supremacy, to the Establishment as such.</On this 
principle depended, for the Tractarians, the preservation of 
dogma, of the sacraments, ceremonial observances, practical 
duty, counsels of perfection ; without it, what could prevent 
the sacrifice or rationalization of dogma.? Without it, the 
time could easily come when a man would fraternize with 
Unitarians, and ‘pronounce his butler to be as able to give 
communion as his priest ’J ‘Establishment’ principles ‘des- 
troyed the supernatural altogether, by making emphatically 
Christ’s Kingdom a Kingdom of this world ’.■^he Establish- 
ment ‘ keeps back those doctrines which, to the eye of faith, 
give real substance to religion’.^ Are you going to be lulled 
into acquiescence, he asks the Anglo-Catholics, with the daily 
and weekly routine of comfortable unreality.? No! You must 
secede ! 'The Church of England has always been an im- 
posture ; now, it is a mere wreck. Don’t be afraid to leave the 
sinking ship; in so doing, you will be weakening nothing 
divine. Such as the State is, will the State Church ever be. 
Where is its authority to be found ? whose teachings unmis- 
takably declare its doctrines .? Driven from Prayer-Book and 
Bible, first upon the Anglican divines, and thence upon the 
Fathers, it seeks in vain for the authoritative principle which 
resides in Rome alone, ^he established Church is the nation 
(not in Arnold’s favourable sense), and therefore you cannot 
use it to resist the nation, which is ‘on its way to give up 
revealed truth’. 

I In much of this book of Newman’s we can see an oblique 
self-justification; there is a tension in his mind between 
triumph and regret. jAt rare moments this resolves itself in 

1 Difficulties, p. zo. * These phrases are quoted from Dijfficulties. 
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one of those moving and tender passages which bring us 
close to his inmost self, and give us a glimpse into the hiding- 
places of his personal power. <^e pauses, for example, and 
asks, is there then no such thing as Grace working savingly 
in the heart.'* and has not this Grace worked inwardly 
through the offices and devotions of the Church of England .<* 
No one, no Catholic, will deny it, and least of all Newman 
himself: 

‘Why should I deny to your memory what is so pleasant in 
mine? Cannot I too look back on many years past, and many 
events, in which I myself experienced what is now your confidence ? 
Can I forget the happy life I have led all jny days, with no cares, 
no anxieties worth remembering; without desolateness, or fever of 
thought, or gloom of mind, or doubt of God’s loye.JU-me_and 
pro vidence over me ? Can I forget, — I never can forget, — the day 
when in my youth I first bound myself to the ministry of God in 
that old church of St. Frideswide, the patroness of Oxford ? nor how 
jj l wept abundant, and most sweet tears, when I thought what I then 
had become; though I looked on ordination as no sacramental rite, 
nor even to baptism ascribed any sacramental virtue ? Can I wipe 
out from my memory, or wish to wipe out, those happy Sunday 
mornings, light or dark, year after year, when I celebrated your 
communion-rite, in my own church of St. Mary’s; and in the 
pleasantness and joy of it heard nothing of the strife o f tongues which 
surro unded its walls ? When, too, shall I not feel the soothing 
recollection of those dear years which I spent in retirement, in 
preparation for my deliverance from Egypt, asking for light, and 
by degrees gaining it, with less of temptation in my heart, and sin 
on my conscience, than ever before ?'^0 my dear brethren, my 
Anglican friends ! I easily give you credit for what I have experi- 
enced myself.’ *• 

'/Yes, God’s grace may be available to individuals everywhere, 
even to pagans.'^ut is it sa/e to rely entirely even upon the 
felt, inward evidence of God’s presence and favour? ‘It is 
quite impossible to conclude’, he says, ‘that a certain opinion 
is true, or a religious position safe [my italics], simply on 
account of the confidence or apparent excellence of those 
1 Difficulties, pp. 
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who adopt it.’Tif it were possible, then we must admit 
that there are finer examples of Christian character, and 
on that principle safer positions, to be found outside the 
national Church than within it — above all John Wesley, 
and the Methodists generally. ‘Personally I do not like him 
[Wesley]’, he adds, 

‘if it were merely for his deep self-reliance and self-conceit; still I 
am bound, in justice to him, to ask, and you in consistency to 
answer, what historical person in the Establishment, during its 
whole three centuries, has approximated in force and splendour of 
conduct and achievements to one who began by innovating on your 
rules, and ended by contemning your authorities ? ’ >■ 

vWhat, too, of Elizabeth Fry.'* or Howard.'* ‘Even old Bun- 
yan’ is ‘more Apostolical than you’. And consider the death 
of Dr Arnold; 

‘Does the extreme earnestness and reality of religious feeling, 
exhibited in the sudden seizure and death of one who was as stern 
in his hatred of your opinions as admirable in his earnestness, who 
one evening protested against the sacramental principle, and next 
morning died nobly with the words of Holy Scripture in his mouth 
— does it give any sanction to that hatred and that protest ?’ ® 

JThe answer to that rhetorical question will not be unani- 
mous.vNewman is here maintaining a delicate position: he 
cannot deny the workings of grace in non-Catholics, but he 
has to deny that they come through the operation of non- 
Catholic ordinances. vNow the Catholic ordinances are 
divinely appointed for the salvation of sinners, therefore it 
is precarious to rely on direct access to the divine source. 

The magnetism of Newman, wrote J. A. Froude in The 
Nemesis of Faith (i 849), ‘took us all his own way, all, that is, 
who were not Amoldised' [my italics]. With W. G. Ward in 
mind, we might add that it also attracted some who were. 
,/Arnold and Newman, indeed, may be taken to symbolize 
the two conflicting trends in nineteenth century religious 
thought: Arnold, ethical and liberal, aiming at the promo- 

1 Ibid., p. 80. * Ibid., p. 8i. 
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tion of goodness by Christian gentlemen ; Newman, mystical 
and dogmatic, aiming at the production of saints by an 
infallible ChurchyWe have seen how Arnold condemned the 
exaltation of the sacerdotal caste, and rejected as trivial ‘all 
this stuff about the True Church’ — all, in fact, that to 
Newman seemed vital. ''Arnold accused the Tractarians of 
teaching old error instead of new truth, and of exalting 
Church and Sacrament above Christ himself; Newman would 
reply that error is always renewing itself, while truth is ever 
the same ; and that we do no dishonour to Christ by holding 
that we can only know Him fully through the Church and the 
ordinances which He instituted, and through which His spirit 
is mediated. Arnold accepted the spirit of the age, and 
believed that, in so far as it was searching for truth, it could 
be Christianized ; Newman dreaded and resisted it, believing 
that the spirit of enquiry was in its very nature destructive 
of faith in the unseen, and that, unless checked, it must 
inevitably lead to atheism.^It was, and is, commonly said of 
the Tractarians that they were reactionary dreamers, out of 
touch with their times, caring little about the ‘ condition of 
England question’, ignoring modern science and modern 
criticism, and in general ‘substituting unrealities for reali- 
ties’. F. D. Maurice, who believed that the Kingdom of 
Christ, though transcending this world, could and must be 
made to include it, commented thus on the Oxford Tracts : 

‘To me they are, for the most part, more unpleasant than I quite 
like to acknowledge to myself or others. Their error, I think, con- 
sists in opposing to the spirit of the present age the spirit of a former 
age, instead of the ever-living and acting Spirit of God, of which 
the spirit of each age is' at once the adversary and the parody.’ ^ 

To Newman this distinction would have been meaningless; 
his concern, as he said, was not with the obsolete, but with 
the invisible. /Truth, divinely communicated, attested and 
guarded, belongs to no age more than another — it must 
remain for ever the same; while the unregenerate nature of 
fallen man tends at all times towards error and denial, •dlf 
Newman was unmoved by the specific challenges of his own 

1 Life of F. D. Maurice, by his son, vol. i, p. ziy. 
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century, it was because he saw in them merely the reincarna- 
tion of early heresies, over which the Catholic Church had 
triumphed centuries ago. After he had wound his dangerous 
way, ‘with anxious eyes and a beating heart’, through the 
dreary mazes of Arianism, Sabellianism, Nestorianism and the 
rest, how couldvhineteenth century rationalisms alarm or even 
interest him, ^ave as new sproutings from the age-old hydra 
of misbelief .^/ Newman’s v iew of history was apocalyptic, and 
not — like that of mpst of fliis oonFemporanes — progressive ; 
he did not view it as a linear forward movement towards light 
and truth. Where others saw, and rejoiced in, a progress 
along the ringing grooves of change, he saw simply light 
amid the encircling gloom: the Word that was with God 
and was God, coming incarnate into the darkness, bringing 
light, grace and truth which the darkness apprehended not. 

If we then, like Arnold and others, ask how it was pos- 
sible for a mind so trenchant as Hurrell Froude’s, so subtle, 
profound and imaginative as Newman’s, or so sceptical and 
logical as Ward’s, to attach, in that enlightened age, such 
high, such supreme importance to ‘externals’, ‘forms’ and 
dogmas, which the Zeitgeist had interpreted and rationalized 
away — if we ask this, the reply must be that they believed 
what many only professed and others denied, and were ‘ not 
afraid of inferences’.^ Accept the view of history and of 
fallen humanity taken by Newman or Ward, and the infer- 
ences follow in an unbroken series. yTo the average English- 
man and Churchman of the time — to a man like Kingsley, 
for example — it was so shocking to hear proclaimed, as vital 
truths, doctrines long regarded as exploded superstitions, so 
disturbing to find the charges of ignorance and inconsistency 
retorted upon themselves, that one explanation alone seemed 
possible: these Catholics were crafty priests who did not, 
could not, mean or believe what they said. I will not enter 
here upon the details of the Kingsley-Newman controversy, 
but the famous passage in the Apologia introducing the 
‘General Answer to Mr Kingsley’ * is so revealing, and so 
pertinent to the question we have just raised, that it must 
be summarized at this point. -Newman is dealing with the 
' Hugh Rose’s phrase about R. H. Froude. ® Pp. 215 ff. 
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Protestant suspicion that the Catho lic creed is ‘set up in 
inevita ble superstition and hypocrisy', and its upholdSs 
intellectually dishonest. He lifts iis straight up to the highest 
level of spiritual vision, and from this vantage-point inter- 
prets for us the vast and tragic panorama of existence : 

‘Starting then with the being of a God (which, as I have said, is 
as certain to me as the certainty of my own existence . . I look 
out of myself into the world of men, and there I see a sight which 
fills me with unspeakable distress. The world seems simply to give 
the lie to that great truth, of which my whole being is so full; and 
the effect upon me is, in consequence, as a matter of necessity, as 
confusing as if it denied that I am in existence myself. If I looked 
into a mirror, and did not see my face, I should have the sort of 
feeling which actually comes upon me, when I look into this living 
busy world, and see no reflexion of its Creator.’ 

iXVere it not for the voice within the conscience and the 
heart, the spectacle of the world would make him an atheist, 
pantheist or polytheist; the sight is ‘nothing else than the 
prophet’s scroll, full of “lamentations, and mourning, and 
woe’”. To consider the world and the ways of man, 

‘the disappointments of life, the defeat of good, the success of evil, 
physical pain, mental anguish, the prevalence and intensity of sin, 
the pervading idolatries, the corruptions, the dreary hopeless irre- 
ligion, that condition of the whole race, so fearfully yet exactly 
described in the Apostle’s words, “having no hope and without 
God in the world” — all this is a vision to dizzy and appal; and 
inflicts upon the mind a sense of profound mystery, which is 
absolutely beyond human solution.’ 

'^It forces us to the inference, either that there is no Creator, 
or that man has been ‘discarded from His presence 7)^ 
there be a God, st»ce there is a God, the human race is 
implicated in some terrible aboriginal calamity.’ vSo the 
doctrine of original sin becomes almost as certain as that 
God and the world exist. 

■^And now, supposing it were the blessed and loving will of the 
Creator to interfere in this anarchical condition of things’ — 
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is it not natural to suppose that He would use abnormal 
means, miraculous means? What must be ‘the face-to-face 
antagonist, by which to withstand and baffle the fierce 
energy of passion and the all-corroding, all-dissolving scepti- 
cism of the intellect in religious enquiries reason 

indeed, even unaided by revelation, can point to the saving 
truths, but reason as it acts habitually in fallen man tends 
‘towards a simple unbelief in matters of religion ’.''Today, 
outside the Catholic Church, things are tending with accelera- 
tion towards atheism: 

‘What a scene, what a prospect, does the whole of Europe 
present at this day! and not only Europe, but every government 
and every civilization through the world, which is under the 
influence of the European mind! Lovers of their country and 
of their race, religious men, external to the Catholic Church, have 
attempted various expedients to arrest fierce wilful human nature 
in its onward course, and to bring it into subjection. The necessity 
of some form of religion for the interests of humanity, has been 
generally acknowledged: but where was the concrete representative 
of things invisible, which would have the force and the toughness 
to be a breakwater against the deluge ?’ 

4leligious ‘establishments’ served their turn in Protestant 
countries, but now their crevices are ‘admitting the enemy’ ; 
education, the hope of world-peace, the optimisms of the 
Great Exhibition era — all have failed to check the onrush. 
/Even of the Bible the same must be said; it ‘does not answer 
a purpose, for which it was never intended’ ; no book, how- 
ever divine, can by itself ‘make a stand against the wild 
living intellect of man’. 

/Newman now proceeds to the last inference in this chain 
of impassioned argument: if the Creator has made provision 
for ‘retaining in the world a knowledge of Himself, so 
definite and distinct as to be proof against the energy of 
human scepticism’ — supposing that this is so (and we cannot 
suppose otherwise), would it be surprising 

‘if He should think fit to introduce a power into the world, invested 
with the prerogative of infallibility in religious matters’ ? . . . and, 
when I find that this is the very claim of the Catholic Church, not 
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only do T feel no difficulty in admitting the idea, but there is a 
fitness in it, which recommends it to my mind.^And thus I am 
brought to speak of the Church’s infallibility, as a provision, adapted 
by the mercy of the Creator, to preserve religion in the world,'^nd 
to restrain that freedom of thought, which of course in itself is one 
of the greatest of our natural gifts, and to rescue it from its own 
suicidal excesses ... a working instrument, in the course of human 
affairs, for smiting hard and throwing back the immense energy of 
the aggressive intellect.’ 

The force and momentum of Newman’s rhetoric are spoilt 
by this compression, but I have given enough, I hope (and 
less would hardly have sufficed), to convey something of the 
sweep and coherence of his vision. Few, I think, after deeply 
pondering this passage, would be inclined to dismiss New- 
man as a reactionary dreamer, out of touch with his time; 
vif he lacked interest in what was specifically of the nine- 
teenth century, it was because he was a spectator of all time 
and all existence.^^hat concerns him is not the local and the 
transient, but the perennial plight of fallen man. 'The solution 
which he proposed seemed to many, as it did to Arnold, 
‘frankly impossible’; indeed, to the average Englishman, 
for whom Catholicism had long been an object of scorn and 
fear (associated with Guy Fawkes and hocus-pocus), it 
seemed preposterous. Yet in so far as Catholicism meant 
really believing what others only professed, and really using 
means of grace which others had abandoned or used as 
mechanical routine : in so far as it meant a return and a recall 
to spiritual first principles, it could again, as of old, form the 
advance-column in the holy war against the principalities and 
powers./rhe current of the Reformation had run its course, 
and its spent energies were losing themselves in the flats and 
shallows of worldliness and unbelief; could it be that Rome 
had been right all along.? The question could never have 
been asked if Protestantism had not become moribund, and 
if Catholicism had not been exhibited, in the saintliness and 
visionary power of Newman and his associates, as a source 
— perhaps the only source? — of spiritual power, and as a 
discipline — perhaps the true one .? — for the wayward will of 
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humanity.^^o Protestant historian need deny that Catholic- 
ism, as Newman presented it, was both intellectually more 
coherent and imaginatively more alluring than what Pro- 
testantism had largely become; nor need he deny that unbe- 
I lief could then be more effectually opposed by inflexible 
dogmatism than by the softened and blunted weapons of the 
- Reformation. ‘Protestantism, indeed, proved capable of new 
I life, but it needed for its rejuvenation the challenges of 
Catholic asceticism and of scientific enquiry; it needed, too, 
a deepened understanding of the grounds of faith and the 
nature of religious experience. 'It is because Newman con- 
tributed so largely to the deepening of that understanding 
that we may claim for him a place, not amongst the reaction- 
aries or obscurantists, but amongst the light-bearers of the 
nineteenth century. 

''^he Oxford Movement, as A. P. Stanley pointed out, 
may have owed some of ‘its exclusive peculiarities to an 
intense revolt against every kind of latitude’, but it also de- 
rived ‘some of its most persuasive elements, not from those 
points in which it differs, but from those points in which it 
agrees, with the liberal and historical impulse which long 
preceded it’.^ There is, in particular, a remarkable conson- 
ance between the teachings of Coleridge and of Newman 
’jibouTFaith and Reason — an affinity so real that many have 
regarded Newman as Coleridge’s disciple. This can hardly 
be, since Newman records that in 1835, when he had already 
‘taken up all his distinctive positions’, he read parts of 
Coleridge for the first time. But he significantly adds, ‘ I am 
surprised how much I thought mine, is to be found there ’.^ 
.We have seen that for Coleridge Faith meant a commitment 
of the will to the insights of Reason, an acting-out of con- 
fidence in the realitj' of ‘things hoped for’, and that in his 
view it sprang from our whole experience as moral and 
spiritual beings, not from the intellect in isolation.'^^Cole- 
ridge, accepting Hume’s view of faith but inverting its sense, 

1 A. P. Stanley, The Oxford School, in Edinburg Reuiew, April i88i, vol. cliii, 
p. 309. 

® See H. F. Davis, IVas Newman a Disciple of Coleridge ? in Dublin Renjiew, 
Oct. 1945, p. 171. 
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had shown that faith was indeed incapable of rational ‘proof’, 
but that on that very account it was unassailable by the 
‘mere’ reason; a faith which rested on demonstration would 
be either compulsory and mechanical, or would be exposed 
to disproof by other demonstrations.4<'aith, like Imagination, 
is alive and creative, ever realizing its own objects. This was 
Newman’s position in the University Sermons and the Gram- 
mar of Assent \ let us illustrate first from the Sermons. In 
No. IV, for example, on ‘The Usurpations of Reason’, 
Newman says of ‘Reason’ what Coleridge had said of 
‘Understanding’: he means by it ‘secular reason’ or ‘the 
wisdom of this world’ (Coleridge’s ‘mind of the flesh’). It 
is not on this that faith is founded ; Christ does not assume 
or expect intellectual ability in his hearers ; the Bible makes 
no appeal to this faculty as a means of suasion. Faith may, ' 
indeed, encroach upon reason’s legitimate sphere, as when \ 
men ‘apply such Scripture communications as are intended 
for religious purposes to the determination of physical ques- 
tions. . . . This was the usurpation of the schools of theology 
in former ages, to issue their decrees to the subjects of the 
Senses and the Intellect.’ ^ (The reverse happens, and has 
disastrously happened since the Reformation, when reason 
presumes to deal with matters belonging to religion and 
morals — when it works on ‘assumptions foreign and injuri- 
ous’ to religion. What Hume said in irony is most sober 
truth — ‘it is true as far as every important question in 
Revelation is concerned, and to forget this is the error which 
is at present under consideration’. ^ Worldly-Wiseman dis- 
coursing on religion, whether for or against, is like a blind 
man lecturing on colours; the necessary assumptions of 
religion are supplied, not by reason, but by the moral sense, 
and by ‘spiritual discernment’. Reasonings on ‘evidences’ 
may be plausible, but they do not convince.AThe modern 
‘usurpations’ of reason have typically consisted, since the 
Reformation, in trying to make the proof of Christianity 
independent of its only true foundations: the Church and 
the Conscience — the external and internal witnesse s. S crip- 
ture was set up in place of the first — ^with what results we 

1 Oxford Unhi. Sermons (3rd ed., 1872), p. 59. 
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know; Conscience was resolved into Utilitarian expediencies, 
and increasing reliance was placed on 'evidences from 
Nature’. On this last point Newman repeats (without men- 
tioning him) the declaration of Pascal, who, at a time when 
it was becoming the vogue in philosophic circles to look to 
Nature as the surest evidence of Nature’s God, had seen 
that Nature only proves God to those who already believe 
in Him on other grounds. Evidences from Nature.? Yes, 

• says Newman: ‘beautiful and interesting to the Believer in a 
' God ; but, when men have not already recognized God’s 
/ voice within them, ineffective’. In Sermon X he goes even 
further: 

‘ It is indeed a great question whether Atheism is not as philoso- 
phically consistent with the phenomena of the physical world, taken 
by themselves, as the doctrine of a creative and governing Power. 
But, however this be, the practical safeguard against Atheism in 
the case of scientific enquirers is the inward need and desire, the 
inward experience of that Power, existing in the mind before and 
independently of their examination of His material world.’ ^ 

'''The eighteenth century, ‘a time when love was cold’, was 
the great Age of Evidences; but the history even of that age 
shows that when men do embrace the Gospel it is because it 
meets their needs, not because it convinces their minds; 
while, on the irreligious, evidences are always wasted. This 
tenth Sermon has significantly as its text: ‘Now Faith is the 
substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not 
seen.’ Faith has to make its own objects real; it must realize 
them and make them substantial; it is not a mere believing 
upon evidence, or assenting to the conclusion of a chain of 
arguments. ‘Mere facts have no warmth’, and reason, which 
deals with them, is cold and critical, not creative. Faith, like 
Coleridge’s Imagination, is essentially vital, while objects 
and inferences, as such, are fixed and dead. It follows from 
this that faith, springing from the conscience, from an ante- 
cedent habit or predisposition, is content with proofs which 
from the point of view of reason are defective or insufficient; 
religious certainty cannot be had ready-made — it has to be 

1 Ibid., p. 194. 
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hungered and thirsted after, and so deserved. On the level of 
reason, proofs constrain assent; on that of faith, love and 
purity produce it. Faith may be justified by reason without 
originating in it, just as reason may analyse motives without 
itself being a motive. Logical proofs are made for us by fhe 
nature of the mind; proofs of faith we must make for our- 
selves in the course of our struggle towards a holier life; 
faith arises out of the hunger and thirst after righteousness, 
and is part of its blessedness. 

‘ A mutilated and defective evidence suffices for persuasion 
where the heart is alive ; but dead evidences, however perfect, 
can but create a' dead faith.’ ^ 

Newman, feeling this theme to be vital to his defence of 
the believing temper in an unbelieving age, devoted very 
great attention to the process whereby ‘probabilities’ are 
transmuted by faith into certainties. In the University Sermons 
he had already indicated his position, but the final distillation 
of his thought is to be found in the Grammar of Assent {\ 8 70). 
I do not propose to analyse this closely wrought book in any 
detail; it must suffice to indicate briefly how the earlier ideas 
are there developed. /The main theme of the work is that 
religious truth is ‘proved’, not by scientific demonstration, 
but by an accumulation of probabilities ‘sufficient for certi- 
tude’. Even in matters of science and of everyday life we can 
and must assent to certain strong probabilities on evidence 
short of demonstration ; in religion this is not only inevitable 
but essential. 

‘As in mathematics we are justified by the dictate of nature in 
withholding our assent from a conclusion of which we have not 
yet a strict logical demonstration, so by a like dictate we are not 
justified, in the case of concrete reasoning and especially of re- 
ligious enquiry, in waiting till such logical demonstration is ours, 
but on the contrary are bound in conscience to seek truth and to 
look for certainty by modes of proof which, when reduced to the 
shape of formal propositions, feil to satisfy the severe requisitions 
of science.’ ® 

^ Ibid., p. 200. 

“ An Esscy in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (1870), p. 407. 
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The distinction between ‘notional’ and ‘real’ assents, which 
is elaborated at the outset, corresponds to Keats’s distinction 
between ‘axioms of philosophy’ before and after they have 
been ‘proved upon the pulses’, and to D. H. Lawrence’s 
distinction between mental knowledge which is scientific — 
knowledge in terms of ‘apartness’, and religious or poetic 
knowledge, which is knowledge in terms of ‘togetherness’, 
^he world of notions is ‘ the dry and sterile little world the 
abstracted mind inhabits’^; it is the world of catchwords, 
cliches and unexamined assumptions — ‘progress’, ‘liberal- 
ism’, ‘civilization’, ‘justification by faith only’, ‘private 
judgment’, ‘the Bible and nothing but the Bible’. dMost 
religion in England now, says Newman, is mere notional 
assent, and involves little beyond correct behaviour, pious 
sentiments and a decent reverence for ‘sacred scenes ’.-^t is 
one thing, then, to accept a notion, and quite another thing 
to realize a fact; one thing to ‘acquiesce in an abstract truth’, 
and quite another to give it ‘practical expression’ in action. 
/A ‘real’ assent is one which is ‘felt in the heart, and felt 
along the blood’, one which affects the imagination, and 
impels the will towards relevant action. Notional demonstra- 
tions cannot produce these results, and real assents therefore 
1 — religious beliefs above all — cannot be their outcome. Re- 
/ \ligious assent has always been enjoined upon us by revela- 
jtion or by authority: ‘it never has been a deduction from 
what we know; it has ever been an assertion of what we are 
to believe ’.2 It cannot be too emphatically stated, however, 
that Newman builds revealed religion upon the foundation 
of natural religion; the primary assumptions of religion are 
supplied by the Conscience. In our awareness of right and 
wrong, of good and bad, of a higher and a lower quality of 
living, in our sense of sin and failure, in our sense of obliga- 
tion, in our yearnings after deliverance and a holier life — 
here, and not in brittle reasonings, lie the materials for a real 
apprehension of a Divine Sovereign and Judge. This appre- 
hension is independent of Revelation or dogma; it is inde- 
pendent of theological formulations. That is not to say that 
dogma and theology are superfluous ; on the contrary, being 

^ Lawrence’s phrase, cf. above, p. 28. ® Grammar, p. 93. 
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the intellectual expressions of religious experience, they 
strengthen and define it; ‘devotion falls back upon dogma 
as its intellectual stay’. Theology is the notional formulation 
of what the experience seems to mean ; ‘ the firmest hold of 
theological truths’, accordingly, ‘is gained by habits of per- 
sonal religion’. It is here that Newman makes the transition 
from natural to revealed religion, a transition rendered im- 
perative for him by his wider vision of human nature in its 
fallen state, by his sombre and tragic view of our weakness 
and sinfulness. Conscience, the inner witness, can become 
feeble through neglect, and almost fade away; on the other 
hand, it can be strengthened and illuminated. Starting from 
the belief in God, we are predisposed to assent to the pro- 
bability that God will have provided some extraordinary 
means to redeem us, and to define and clarify the dim con- 
ception of Himself which is all that Nature affords. The 
probability that a revelation has been vouchsafed deepens 
into certainty when, obedient to the heavenly intimation, we 
advance further and further towards sanctity. 

‘ If religion is to be devotion, and not a mere matter of sentiment, 
if it is to be made the ruling principle of our lives, if our actions, 
one by one, and our daily conduct, are to be consistently directed 
towards an Invisible Being, we need something higher than a 
balance of arguments to fix and to control our minds. Sacrifice of 
wealth, name, or position, faith and hope, self-conquest, com- 
munion with the spiritual world, presuppose a real hold and habitual 
intuition of the objects of Revelation, which is certitude under 
another name.’ ^ 

A real assent to the truths of natural religion, then, will lead 
to a real assent to those of revealed religion, and our sense 
of probability, our ‘illative’ sense (which judges degrees of 
truth), will ftirther lead us to acknowledge the Church to 
which, under His divine guidance, God has committed the 
task of preserving and interpreting the revelation.'^o reach 
this ultimate certainty, and the ‘triumphant repose’ which it 
brings, we have but to begin obeying conscience ; if we per- 
severe— ^^neste^Ta time — ^the kindly light will lead us on. 

1 Ibid., p. 230. 
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/In this rejection, then, of the flimsy evidences which had 
satisfied a more superficial age, and in this disclosure of a 
deeper and firmer foundation for religious faith, Newman 
was carrying on the main, the vital task of the nineteenth 
century, the worTc which had been begun by Coleridge. Its 
importance can be appreciated even by those who cannot 
admit its necessary connexion with the Catholic system with 
which, for Newman, it was all of a piece. We have seen 
how, in Newman’s thought, assent to the dictates of 
conscience led on towards Catholic dogma. The pattern 
of this development is repeated, with even greater clarity of 
outline, in the life of his disciple W. G. Ward, and for this 
reason — but also because Ward moved from Arnoldism 
to Newmanism, and thus links our previous chapter 
with this — I will conclude with a few allusions to his 
biography.! 

Ward (1812-1882), though not a Rugbeian, had in early 
life been deeply impressed by Arnold’s high ethical earnest- 
ness, by his unworldliness, and by the note of reality in all 
his words and works. Arnoldism, ‘by its rejection or dis- 
paragement of all in religion which did not directly tend to 
bring the soul nearer to God and farther from sin’, was to 
Ward a ‘wholesome antidote’ to two kinds of formalism: 
the old Protestant religion of respectability, and the new 
romantic ‘antiquarianism’. He trusted Arnold as a man of 
higher moral perception than himself. But Arnold w as 
touched by t he sp irit of ‘free^ enq uiry’, and Ward soon 
began to ask himself how much d octrin e wo uld free enquiry 
really support.^ how much would~it leave undamaged? He 
began to attend Newman’s Oxford sermons, and the very 
first one he heard changed his life. He became convinced 
that the answer to his question was, None. 

‘When as time went on he came to feel that that very minimum 
of doctrine which was necessary as a support and sanction to the 
moral law must fe.de away before the consistent application of the 
latitudinarian intellectual principles, the question presented itself: 


^ Wilfrid Ward, W. G. Ward and the Oxford Movement (2nd ed., 1890I. 
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May there not be after all some indissoluble connection between 
the plenitude of doctrine and the highest morality ?’ ^ 

Might not Church authority be a necessary, and a divinely 
appointed, external embodiment and safeguard of conscience ? 
^J^The principles of free enquiry and private judgment falsely 
assume that belief is the outcome of a balancing of pros and 
cons. Moreover, the Protestants, who claim this liberty, do 
not con sistently em ploy h; they leave their own positions 
unexamined ; they shrink from German biblical criticism 
they fail to see that their arguments against Rome would, if 
rigorously applied, undermine their own faith, and probably 
theism itself. ■The true gene sis o f rel igiou s belie f, as Newman 
■ taught Ward to see it, was in obedience to conscience: 
‘Obedience comes first, knowledge afterwards. It is by being 
pure in heart that we see God, not by seeing God that we 
} become pure in heart. . . . He who learns the truth from 
argument or mere trust in men may lose it again by argu- 
ment or by trust in men ; but he who learns it by obedience 
can lose it only by disobedience.’ ® JBut we need an external 
guide to correct our private idiosyncrasies: we need the 
funded wisdom of the ages to give us the true sense of 
Scripture, ^ need a visible symbol of the unseen world — 
the unseen world which, alas! so often and so easily' facies 
into seeming unreality. ‘An unseen Church would be a very 
sorry antagonist against so very visible a world.’ Ward read 
Froude’s Remains in 1838, and noted with approval its 
clarity and above all its thoroughness', Froude, as we have 
seen, was not afraid of inferences. Arnoldism, by contrast, 
seemed to ‘stop short’; like the Protestantism of which it 
was a typical product, it took the first steps towards belief, 
but shrank from its ‘plenitude’. It could accept the Incarna- 
tion, and the mystery of the Trinity, but not the develop- 
ments of these doctrines — not the Eucharist, not the priest- 
hood, not saints, not angels. Arnold substituted Porson and 
^Hermann for the ‘prophetical office of the Church’, and in 
interpreting Scripture he relied, not on Church tradition, 
but on his own private intuitions. Gradually, then, and 

1 Ibid., p. 74. 


G 


* W. G. Ward, quoted ibid., p. 77. 
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especially as the storm over Tract xc moved to its climax, 
Ward began to see the whole corpus of Catholic doctrine 
and practice, not only as an organic and legitimate develop- 
ment from the origins which Protestantism also acknow- 
ledged, but as a necessary succedaneum to the spiritual 
life. 

‘The more a person feels his deficiency in the apprehension of 
unseen things’, he wrote to Pusey, ‘the more painfully he feels the 
want of “so consoling and impressive” an image of a visible Church, 
as even Rome displays; the more difficult he finds his contest with 
his old nature; the more he r^ets that he has not been trained 
from the first in regular confession; the more he misses the practical 
rules of conduct in which Roman books of devotion abound, drawn 
from the stores, which they have retained, of traditional teaching; 
the more he misses the guidance of a priest carefully trained with a 
view to the confessional.’ ^ 

In his book The Ideal of a Christian Church (1844), pub- 
lished the year before he entered the Roman Catholic Church 
(a book which has been called ‘Tract xc writ large’). Ward 
gave systematic expression to the insights he had by then 
attained. The aim of the Church is the personal sanctifica- 
tion and salvation of each believer; now, in the Church of 
England the general standard of Christian attainment was 
lamentably low.^oreover, the spirit of questioning and the 
reliance on privam judgment, set in motion by Protestantism, 
lead eventually to scepticism; contemporary unbelief was 
implicit in the Reformation, and for this the only antidote is 
in Catholic principles. Existing religions, however, must be 
saved, not destroyed. How ? by returning to fundamentals, 
and building up the Catholic life thereon. The starting-point 
■with-WardZas_gith New man, is the appeal to the facts of 
our m oral experience ; religious truth may be brought to life 
again by realizing ^ts indissoluble connexion with moral 
truth. The category ‘ought’ — Kant’s ‘Thou Shalt’ — is a 
primary fact of our consciousness as moral beings ; this sense 
/6f unconditional obligation, which is present with us all, 
points beyond ourselves to a region infinitely higher than 

1 Ibid^ p. 183. 

98 



NEWMAN AND THE OXFORD MOVEMENT 

the sensible world, and informs us of an unseen reality, the 
objective source of the moral imperative. f/Vn earnest man 
will cultivate an attitude of faith in this unseen reality; he 
will give ‘watchful and reverent attention’ to the voice of 
conscience, (^his attitude of faith is distinguished from the 
Evangelical ‘sense of assurance’: the latter is passive and 
subjective, while the former involves effort to do God’s will. 
In opposition to Luther, Ward argues that moral effort has 
intrinsic worth, and that the function of revealed religion is 
to develop, not to abrogate or supersede, natural religion. 
Aie finds in the Catholic Church this natural fulfilment; its 
credentials are established, above all, by its superior stan- 
dards of sanctity. These insights lead the enquirer to expect 

‘some home in which this moral reality may have a secure rest 
and lodgment’/ 

and he will be inclined to seek this where there are Unity, 
Sanctity, Catholicity, Apostolicity. ‘ The saints of the Church 
are the great witnesses to her divinity.’ 

Wilfrid Ward, reviewing this argument, indicates as 
follows what is for us its most significant note : 

‘ Religious belief is nowhere allowed to be normally the result of 
the impartial review of certain considerations, but is uniformly main- 
tained to depend finally upon an insight given by a special course of 
action.’ ^ 

We may round this off by a quotation from W. G. Ward 
himself — it is a deliverance which might well have come 
from Coleridge (or Kant): 

‘Knowledge of phenomena is obtained by the intellect, know- 
ledge of realities by the conscience; knowledge of phenomena by 
inquiry, knowledge of reality by obedience; ... the one pursuit 
tends to pride, the other indispensably requires and infallibly in- 
creases humility.’ ® 

Critics of the Oxford Movement, then as now, attended 
too exclusively to its ‘objectionable’ and ‘ Romanizing’ mani- 
festations, and failed to appreciate that the ‘Catholicity’ 

^ Ibid., p. 259. “ Ibid., p. 257. ^ Ibid., p. 258. 
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of men like Newman and Ward was no piece of fastidious or 
wanton Romanticism, but an organic outgrowth from their 
searching critique of religious foundations. After even so 
perfunctory a hearing as we have here allowed these men, 
how woefully superficial seem the strictures of Arnold or 
Stanley 1 

‘A dress, a ritual, a name, a ceremony . . . objects so pitiful that 
if gained ever so completely they would make no man the wiser or 
the better.’ [Arnold] 

‘It is curious to look back upon the trivial elements which pro- 
duced so much excitement. . . . The apostolical succession, the 
revival of obsolete rubrics, together with one or two Patristic 
tendencies, such as the doctrine of reserve and of mysticism, were 
the staple of their teaching.’ [Stanley] ^ 

^he fact is, on the contrary, that Newman and Ward, led by 
a profound spiritual instinct, placed religion on a surer basis 
than any afforded by scriptural fundamentalism or evan- 
gelical ‘assurance ’./The perennial strength of Catholicism 
was never more strikingly displayed than when, by-passing 
the new scriptural criticism and forestalling scientific agnos- 
ticism, it showed itself — what popular Protestentism in 
general certainly was not — ^invulnerable to both.** Religious 
belief is nowhere allowed to be normally the result of the 
impartial review of certain considerations ’ — to take up this 
ground was indeed to perfect strength in weakness ; it was 
indeed to steal the enemy’s thunder : for the impossibility of 
extracting religion out of ‘candid’ enquiry on the level of 
reason was the commonest topic of unbelievers, -'to the other 
part of their teaching, that the moral foundation must needs 
sustain a Catholic superstructure, that the path of consistent 
sanctity must inevitably lead to Rome, a non-Catholic cannot 
accord the same praise. -The fascination, the compulsive 
power of Rome were and are irresistible exactly in propor- 
tion to the weakness or degeneracy of alternative disciplines. 
Others than Catholics could learn, and learn from Catholic- 

^ Quoted ibii/., p. 374. 


100 



A NOTE ON BENTHAM’S DEONTOLOGY 

veracity are supreme values, and if it falls to one of the 
deniers to be their special advocate, the believers must have 
long been drowsed. When Evangelical religion has become 
so ‘other-worldly’ that a Hannah More can regard poverty 
as being (like niggerhood) ‘ordained’, or a Wilberforce can 
oppose reform on the ground that the existing order ‘com- 
bines the greatest measure of temporal comforts and spiritual 
privileges’, and can encourage the poor to submission be- 
cause ‘their situation, with all its evils, is better than they 
have deserved at the hands of God’, — ^when things are thus, 
the neglected work will generally be undertaken by secular- 
ists and infidels. They will carry it on, pardonably unaware 
that their own passion for humanity is derived from the very 
tradition they despise — that it is, in fact, the living spirit of 
a religion which has deserted its official mansion to dwell for 
a time in them. Most of the revolutionary movements of the 
last two hundred years — Encyclopaedism, Chartism, Marx- 
ism — in so far as they were anti-Christian in doctrine, can be 
regarded in this way; their strength is the measure of the 
failure of ‘ Christianity’ to mediate its own impulse. Bentham 
was of course no revolutionary; he was, to adapt a phrase of 
Sidgwick, at once one of the most and one of the least 
idealistic of ‘practical philosophers’. He was, however, anti- 
Christian, in the sense that he rejected what was then sup- 
posed to be Christianity, namely a number of insufficient 
‘evidences’ and untenable dogmas, and an obsolete political 
and social structure. A mere glance at his Church of England 
Catechism Explained'^ reveals the quality of his animus against 
the pseudo-Christianity of the day. The Church teaches 
children ‘insincerity’, he says, by making them affirm what 
they cannot possibly understand or mean. They promise, for 
example, to fulfil the undertaking of their god-parents, that 
they will ‘renounce the devil and all his works, the pomps 
and vanity of this wicked world’, etc. ‘The Devil’, Bentham 
comments: ‘who or what is he, and how is it that he is 
renounced.^’ Has the child happened to have any dealings 
with him ? Let the Archbishop of Canterbury tell us, and let 
him further explain how his own ‘works’ are distinguished 
^ 1824 ed., pp. 1-25. 
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from the aforesaid ‘pomps and vanity’. What King, what 
Lords Temporal or Spiritual, have ever renounced them? 
The child also rehearses the Apostles’ Creed: but who be- 
lieves it to have been formed by the Apostles ? who can afford 
to buy Pearson on the Creed, or understands it if he can? 
Bentham waives the question of the truth of the assertions 
about Christ’s birth and death, and insists that the mischief 
lies in making a child say that he believes such mysteries. 

In Bentham’s time it was not prudent — it was even illegal 
— to publish attacks on the established religion. The booklet 
on the Catechism appeared anonymously, and the main mani- 
festo of the Utilitarian party came out under the pseudonym 
of ‘Philip Beauchamp’. This was The Analysts of the Influence 
of Natural Religion on the Temporal Happiness of Mankind 
(1822)1, published by Richard Carlile (then ‘safe in Dor- 
chester gaol’ — for other like indiscretions), and composed 
by Bentham and George Grote. Its purpose was to apply the 
test of utility to religious belief; what results does it produce, 
in terms of human happiness? The definition of religion 
offered by these authors may well make a modern reader 
gasp, or at least raise his eyebrows : belief in the existence of 
‘an Almighty Being, by whom pains and pleasures will be 
dispensed to mankind during an infinite and future state of 
existence’. True, it is ‘natural’ religion which they so define, 
but then ‘revelation’ to them was fiction, and this too is 
significant. This doctrine of a future state, to begin with, so 
far from bringing comfort, produces an overplus of fear. 
How are we to know the character of the divine despot? 
Though He is said to be benevolent, His conduct as ex- 
pressed in orthodox formulae is that of a capricious autocrat. 
How can belief in such a Being supply a motive — ‘ and the 
only adequate motive’, as is commonly asserted — for moral 
conduct? It is claimed that we should cease to be virtuous if 
we ceased to believe ; then we evidently derive no temporal 
happiness from our belief? and as to a future state, we are 
completely in the dark. Supernatural hopes and fears have 
really no effect upon our behaviour, however; what really 
influences us is public opinion, and our desire to be well- 

1 See the summary in Leslie Stephen, The English Utilitarians, vol. ii, pp. 338 if. 
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thought-of by our fellows. Meanwhile, religion reduces 
happiness by forbidding many harmless pleasures, and by 
subtracting ‘duty to God’ from duty to man. It impedes 
intellectual progress by separating belief from ‘ its only safe 
ground, experience’, and by rejecting the test of utility it 
overclouds moral science with fictitious ‘intuitions’. Finally, 
religion ‘subsidizes a standing-army’ of wonder-working 
priests, who deprave the intellect and cherish superstition, 
and who (to crown their infamy) form an ‘unholy alliance’ 
with the ‘sinister interests of the earth’. Here, then, we have 
the infidel version of ‘ Church and State’. To compare it with 
Coleridge’s is to realize the full significance of Mill’s famous 
contrast between him and Bentham ; it also helps the imagina- 
tion to grasp the magnitude of the task confronting any 
genuine defence of the faith at a time when its alleged 
defences were so utterly frail. A religion which was supposed 
to be ‘proved’ by Paley’s evidences and by several miracles 
wrought two thousand years ago, and whose main present 
function was to consecrate the existing social order, was 
manifestly exposed to all the infidel artillery ; and one wonders 
now whether the enemy, by smashing its useless and ruinous 
outworks, were not rendering it the most important and 
lasting of services. The new fortress which Coleridge began 
to build was made of other materials, and founded upon a 
deeper rock-stratum. But without the preliminary attack it 
might not have been built at all. 

‘Deontology’ (ro Scov, that which is proper) means the 
science of private Ethics, by which ‘ happiness is created out 
of motives extra-legislatorial’, while Jurisprudence is ‘the 
science by which law is applied to the production of felicity’. 
Bowring explains that his aim is ‘ to place prominently for- 
ward the connexion between interest and duty in all the 
concerns of private life’. ‘The first law of nature is to wish 
our own happiness; and the united voices of prudence and 
efficient benevolence add — Seek the happiness of others, — 
seek your own happiness in the happiness of others.’ What 
is happiness.? it is ‘the possession of pleasure with the 
exemption from pain’. And what is virtue? ‘that which 
maximizes pleasures and minimizes pains’. The moralist 
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must therefore be ‘a man hunting for consequences’; there 
is no ‘duty’ except to produce happiness, and except in this 
sense the word ought ‘ought’ to be abolished. Pleasure and 
Pain being identified respectively with good and evil, it 
becomes the province of Deontology to ‘weigh’ pleasures 
and pains, and to estimate their quantitative value. ‘Lots’ 
of pleasure (or pain) arc measured by their intensity, dura- 
tion, certainty, proximity, fruitfulness (i.e. chance of being 
followed by sensations of a like kind) and extent (i.e. the 
number of persons to whom they extend). Having weighed 
these. Deontology draws the rule of conduct from the result. 
Bentham himself expresses it thus : 

‘Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and 
those of all the pains on the other. The balance, if it be on the side 
of pleasure, will give the good tendency of the act upon the whole . . . ; 
if on the side of pain, the bad tendency of it upon the whole.’ ^ 

The ‘pleasures’ (and corresponding ‘pains’) are cata- 
logued as those of Sense, Wealth, Skill, Amity, Good 
Reputation, Power, Piety, Sympathy, Malevolence [sic], 
Memory, Imagination, Expectation, Association. As Mill 
later pointed out, ‘Conscience’, ‘Sense of Duty’, ‘Plea- 
sure in Doing Right’, etc., are not amongst Bentham’s 
springs of action; they were, to him. Fictitious Entities, 
and it was precisely his aim to analyse every moral judg- 
ment into. ‘this will increase or diminish the sum of 
human happiness’ (the ‘felicific calculus’). ‘Conscience’ is 
not an ultimate; it is derivative from this calculus. ‘Nature’, 
says Bentham, ‘has placed mankind under the governance 
of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them 
alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to deter- 
mine what we shall do.’ ^ Bowring urges that men have 
always really known this, and have always applied the utili- 
tarian test even while decrying it. Why then bother about 
what everybody knows ? Because the world is still infested 
with spectral entities, and Deontology alone can exorcize 
them, and enable us ‘more correctly to estimate what con- 

^ Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1907 reprint), p. 31. 

® Ibid., p. I. 
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duct will leave the greatest results of good’. ‘Illuminated by 
the Deontological principle, the field of action will assume 
a new appearance’; ‘scornful dogmas’ and ‘solemn moot- 
ings ’ will vanish into thin air. The whole book is irradiated 
by a sort of gospel-brightness, a sense of truth at last dis- 
covered, and good tidings to be proclaimed. This optimism 
appears very clearly in the section on Moral Sanctions. 
Bowring is discussing Bentham’s ‘inducements’ to mor- 
ality: the Physical, the Social and Moral (domestic and 
public opinion), the Political or Legal, and the Religious, 
and (under the second of these headings) he has expressed 
the wish that every man’s house were a Panopticon — ‘ made 
of glass’. But he consoles himself by reflecting that ‘the 
liberty of the press throws all men into the public presence’. 
Under such influence, 

‘it were strange if men grew not every day more virtuous than on 
the former day. I am satisfied they do. I am satisfied they will 
continue so to do, till, if ever, their nature shall have arrived at its 
perfection. Shall they stop ? Shall they turn back ? The rivers shall 
as soon make a wall, or roll up the mountains to their source. . . . 

‘The constitution of the human mind being opened by degrees, 
the labyrinth is explored, a clue is found out for it. That clue is 
the influence of interest; of interest, not in that partial and sordid 
sense in which it is the tyrant of sordid souls, but in the enlarged 
and beneficent sense in which it is the common master of all 
spirits, and especially of the enlightened. It is put into the hands of 
every man. The designs by which short-sighted iniquity would 
mask its projects, are every day laid open. There will be no moral 
enigmas by and by.' ^ 

Thus, in rhetoric worthy of Peacock’s Mr Foster, Bowring 
virtually proclaims that the Press will finish what the Church 
— perhaps began, but has for a very long time done its best 
to retard. 

On the question of ‘religious sanctions’ Bowring follows 
‘Philip Beauchamp’. Like any eighteenth century free- 
thinker, he pleads to be regarded as the friend, and not the 
foe, of religion. ‘True religion’ (that recurrent label for ‘my 

Deontology (1834), pp. loo-ioi (my italics). 
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religion’, or for ‘no religion’) can never be hostile to happi- 
ness ; if any belief is so, it is thereby shown to be false. He 
then blandly proceeds to show the ineffectiveness of the 
religious sanction; it works by delayed action, and in any 
case the ‘future state’ is remote and uncertain. Religious 
sanctions are also often attached to ‘useless’ duties (cere- 
monial or credal). False notions are entertained of a vin- 
dictive Deity, whereas if the divine Being did not desire the 
happiness of all, He would be neither just nor benevolent, 
and so not divine. Bowring has discovered the true motive 
of ‘classical’ education; the theologians are afraid of scien- 
tific enlightenment, and so encourage the young to linger 
‘where the lotus grows’ — ^in the academic groves and 
avenues. He gracefully explains that nothing is further from 
his intention and conviction than to deny a future state 
‘whose object shall be to maximize happiness and to develop 
the benevolent attributes of the Deity’: he only wants to 
show that orthodoxy does not always agree with ‘the true 
principles of morality’, and ‘the production and progress 
of that felicity which it is the object of morality to accom- 
plish’, At the conclusion of the pretty parable of Timothy 
Thoughtless and Walter Wise (the foolish and virtuous ap- 
prentices) with which the argument is here embellished, 
Bowring relates that Timothy, at the end of a career which 
the religious sanction has been powerless to redeem, was 
obsessed (on his voyage to Botany Bay) with thoughts of 
‘an angry and avenging Deity’; while Walter, as his bank- 
balance mounted ever higher, ‘dwelt with constant delight’ 
on His benign attributes. 

What, next, of ‘motive’, which has traditionally been 
held to give the moral index to actions, irrespective of con- 
sequences.'* Motive is a ‘will-o’-the-wisp’: 

‘Those who dread the light which its [i.e. utility’s] radiance 
throws upon human actions, are fond of engaging their votaries in 
the chace of an inaccessible wandering will-o’-the-wisp, which they 
call “motive” — ^an entity buried in inapproachable darkness. . . .’^ 

But nobody ever can or did have any other motive than ‘the 


* IbU,, p. 1*5. 
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pursuit of pleasure or the shunning of pain’, thus the 
moralist has only to do with conduct ‘when its consequences 
invade the regions of suffering and enjoyment’. How comes 
it, then, that men ever act wrongly, so that ‘sanctions’ are 
necessary to guide and constrain them ? It is here that the 
sunny sky becomes a trifle overcast, though it is with clouds 
so deontological that we hardly perceive the change. Human 
nature is — ^not of course ‘sinful’, but prone to error: prone, 
for example, to be misled by religion (as intimated above). 
It is prone to Asceticism and Sympathy; from Asceticism 
(the principle of antipathy) comes the desire to punish vin- 
dictively, while undue Sympathy (the sentimental principle) 
shields misconduct from deserved blame. It is led into non- 
felicific side-tracks by the bogus entities — Principle, Right, 
Duty, Virtue, etc. But sooner or later the Deontologist must 
face his Apollyon, and the moment for the struggle has now 
come: Self-interest, we now learn, may conflict with the 
benevolent sympathies! And if so, what will happen? The 
benevolent sympathies succumb: 'there is no help for they 
are the weaker','^ Men do, in their public relationships, 
give preference to selfish over social interests, and in their 
private morality they frequently prefer a lesser good which 
is present, to a greater which is distant. This original sin- 
fulness is of course transposed by the Deontologist, as it 
had been by the early Plato, into sheer (but far from invin- 
cible) ignorance. Vice is a ‘miscalculation of chances’; it is 
‘false moral arithmetic’. A man, for example, may be 
‘wedded to intoxication’; very well — ^Deontology not only 
‘entreats him not to err by an erroneous arithmetic’ but 
demonstrates to him by reasoned proof how dearly he is 
purchasing his immediate pleasure. The cause of all the 
trouble is merely erroneous education, intellectual and moral. 
As for egoism in the wider field of social relationships, this is 
the special province of legislation. Each man seeks his own 
interest at the expense of others, and governors will seek to 
exploit their subjects and defend their own ‘sinister’ mono- 
polies and privileges. Legislation must therefore be devised 
which shall direct each man’s egoism into social channels, 

^ Ibid.,^. i8i (my italics). 
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and make it contrary to his 5<?^interest to injure his fellows. 
Precisely because the benevolent sympathies are weaker 
than self-interest, the appeal of every moral injunction and 
every law must be an appeal to self-interest. In other words, 
self-love and social, though potentially and essentially the 
same, are not yet felt as such by our imperfectly educated 
fellow-creatures ; we must therefore legislate in the interim, 
pending their final enlightenment by industrious Deonto- 
logists. 

The paradox of Benthamism was well described by Sidg- 
wick when he said that ‘it is as if Hobbes or Mandeville 
were suddenly inspired with the social enthusiasm of God- 
win ’.i Bentham himself was nothing if not benevolent; he 
said of himself that he was ‘as selfish as a man could be, but 
somehow or other selfishness had in him taken the form of 
benevolence’. But he did not for a moment suppose that 
other men’s selfishness would often take this form; on the 
contrary, he believed they would always sacrifice public to 
private Interest. It will be observed, in all this teaching, that 
(as Sidgwick further points out) ‘there is no rational transi- 
tion from the psychological part of the theory to the ethical 
part: from “all men seek their own happiness’’ to “all men 
should promote the general happiness’” — in a word, from 
‘is’ to ‘ought’. To make the theory coherent, ‘all men 
should’ — have Bentham’s universal benevolence of heart, 
but they conspicuously lack it on his own showing. We must 
therefore fall back upon artificial checks and contrivances; 
rulers must be checked by responsibility to the people, and 
the people by legislation and by education. But in the absence 
of altruism or ethical imperatives it is hard to see how the 
machine could be made to grind out the general happiness ; 
there seems to be nothing, for example, to prevent the rulers, 
once in power, from legislating in their own interests, or in 
such a way as to reduce ‘responsibility’ to a mere shadow. 

1 Op.cit.,f. 151. 
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JOHN STUART MILL 


I. The Autobiography 

I N a passage already quoted (p. i) John Stuart Mill 
ventured the generalization that almost every important 
nineteenth century mind had first learnt to think from 
either Coleridge or Bentham. The distinction of Mill him- 
self was that he learned from both : from Bentham first and 
foremost indeed, but later from Coleridge, and from Carlyle, 
Comte and the contemporary Zeitgeist in general. His de- 
velopment shows how far an eighteenth century mind could 
suffer a nineteenth century sea-change without ever ceasing 
to be essentially itself — without, let us say, becoming notice- 
ably rich or strange. In passing from Bentham to Mill we 
are conscious of a decline in buoyancy and an increase in 
subtlety, the bluff self-confidence and masculinity of the 
master have yielded to qualities which have been called 
‘feminine’ — ^receptiveness, diffidence, self-criticism and a 
certain spinsterish dryness of thought and style. In Mill the 
old philanthropic impulse still runs strongly, but it is flowing 
through strange country and beginning to lose itself amongst 
new shallows and new deeps. Carlyle, whose early friendship 
with Mill illustrates and symbolizes Mill’s susceptibility to 
new influences, wrote of him in 1833: ‘he is growing quite 
a believer . . . yet with all his old utilitarian logic quite alive 
in him’.^ How much of a ‘believer’ Mill became we shall 
enquire later, but Carlyle’s remark is sufficiently apt and 
illuminating. Mill, the ‘saint of rationalism’, did try to 
believe much that Bentham would have dismissed as ‘push- 
pin’; much that he himself, perhaps, had on his own prin- 
ciples no right to believe, but he strained in that direction 
without ever severing the cord that bound him to the pas^ 
and is found to the last in the company of those who are 
tendentes mams ripae ulterioris amove. Carlyle regarded him 

1 Froude, Early Life, vol. ii, p. 334. 

I4I 



NINETEENTH CENTURY STUDIES 

at first as a disciple ; when he read Mill’s The Spirit of the 
Age (1831) he exclaimed (rather oddly), ‘Here is a new 
Mystic’. But their minds were too divergent for lasting 
friendship. From the very first Cailyle noted Mill’s essen- 
tially prosaic quality; ‘furthermore, he cannot laugh with 
any compass ’.^ The two men originally found common 
ground m their sheer love of truth, and Charles Buller could 
write thus to Carlyle in 1 8 3 1 • 

‘To you without any feai I point out John Mill as a true 
Utilitaiian, and as one who does honour to his cieed and to his 
fellow-believers, because it is a creed that in him is without sectaiian 
narrowness 01 unkindness, because it has not impaired his philosophy 
or his relish for the beautiful, 01 repressed any one of those good 
honest feelings which God gave all men befoie Bentham made 
them Utilitarians ’ ^ 

A few years later, however (1836), Carlyle is complaining 
that in Mill’s home there seems to be no human spontaneity 
01 feeling whatever: ‘he seemed to me to be withering or 
witheied into the miserablest metaphysical sciae [Dumfries- 
shire: ‘old shoe’], body and mind, that I had almost ever 
met with in the world. His e)es go twinkling and jerking 
with wild lights and twitches; his head is bald, his face 
brown and dry — poor fellow after all.’ 3 Many years after- 
wards (1873) Carlyle wrote thus of Mill’s Autobiography 
‘I have never read a more uninteresting book. . . It is 

wholly the life of a logic-chopping engine, little more of 
human in it than if it had been done by a thing of mechan- 
ized iron. Autobiography of a steam-engine, perhaps, you 
may sometimes read it.’ ^ A critic of a very different stamp 
— R. H. Hutton — noted, the same year, the tone of pallor 
and melancholy which overspreads this Autobiography^ and 
attributes it to ‘a certain poverty of nature’ in Mill, ‘in spite 
of the nobleness in him, — a monotonous joylessness, in 
spite of the hectic sanguineness of his theoretic creed’.® The 

^ Ibtd , p 200 > Ibid , pp 235 6 

’ Froude, Life m London, yol i, p 74 
* Ibtd , vol 11, p 420 

Contemporary Thought and Thinkers (1894), vol 1, p 18^ 
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Autobiography remains for us one of the vital documents for 
the study of the nineteenth century, yet we may freely admit 
that its early chapters (in particular) amply confirm Carlyle’s 
description. 

Mill’s recollections of early life (we cannot call it ‘child- 
hood’) convey no intimations of immortality; for him, it 
seems, there were no ‘spots of time’, no ‘gentle shocks of 
mild surprise’ — nothing, in fact, but unremitting study. 
His father, who personally educated him, regarded his son 
somewhat as Lord Chesterfield regarded his own, that is, as 
a little blank volume in which the desired imprint could be 
stamped : only, instead of trying to form a man of parts and 
fashion, James Mill determined to produce a worthy suc- 
cessor in the dynasty of philosophical radicalism. When the 
father was threatened with early death, his most poignant 
thought was that he would leave the lad with his mind as 
yet unformed. John Stuart Mill began Greek at the age of 
three, and by eight he had read Herodotus, Xenophon, 
‘some of’ Diogenes Laertius, Lucian and Isocrates, and the 
first six dialogues of Plato. In his twelfth year he was tackling 
Aristotle’s Logic, and at thirteen he underwent a complete 
course of political economy (universal history and mathe- 
matics all the while proceeding concurrently with the rest). 
Before breakfast, each morning, there were those walks with 
his father in the Hornsey lanes, when he would repeat, from 
notes made on slips of paper, what he had learnt the previous 
day in Robertson, Hume, Gibbon or Watson. I need not 
further enumerate the gruesome details; Mill’s education is 
probably the best-known thing about him. His own com- 
ment upon it is interestingly different from what we should 
now expect: the result of his father’s experiment, he says, 
proves how easily a child may acquire an amount of advanced 
knowledge which is seldom attained, if at all, until manhood. 
He was not, he thinks, particularly gifted: 

‘what I could do, could assuredly be done by any boy or girl of 
average capacity and healthy physical constitution: and if 1 have 
accomplished anything, I owe it, among other fortunate circum- 
stances, to the fact that through the early training bestowed upon 

H3 



NINETEENTH CENTURY STUDIES 

me by my father, I started, I may fairly say, with an advantage of a 
quarter of a century over my contemporaries.’ ^ 

What concerns us most, however, is the moral atmosphere 
in which Mill grew to manhood, and this can be felt in his 
own account of his father’s principles and beliefs. His educa- 
tion was, he says, virtually a ‘course of Benthamism’ or, 
more exactly, a blend of Benthamism with Hartley’s meta- 
physics and psychology, and Ricardo’s political economy. 
The leading tenets of this body of doctrine — roughly the 
creed of ‘philosophical radicalism’ — are thus summarized 
by him: 

(i) In Politics: ‘an almost unbounded confidence’ in the 
efficacy of representative government and complete freedom 
of discussion. The persuasiveness of reason was so irresist- 
ible, that all would be achieved if the people could meet with 
it in education, if they could attend discussions of every sort 
of opinion, and if by universal suffrage they could choose 
representatives to express and enforce the opinions thus 
formed. The legislature, as soon as it ceased to represent a 
mere class interest, would necessarily aim at the general 
interest. Aristocratic rule was the greatest obstacle to pro- 
gress, and must be abolished. 

(ii) Religion: Next after aristocracy, any established 
Church was regarded with the greatest abhorrence. A cor- 
poration of priests was by its nature a ‘depraver of religion’, 
and ‘interested in opposing the progress of the human 
mind’. As a result of his exposure to this influence. Mill 
could say of himself: 

‘ I am thus one of the very few examples, in this country, of one 
who has not thrown off religious belief, but never had it: I grew 
up in a negative state with regard to it. I looked upon the modern 
exactly as I did upon the ancient religion, as something which in 
no way concerned me.’ * 

He notes, however, that his father cautioned him against 
imprudent avowals of infidelity in public (a point to be 

^ Autobiography (World's Classics ed.), pp. 25-6. 

* Ibid., p. 36. 
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remembered in reading his Essay On Liberty). Mill, in this 
respect as in others, was (in the fashion of the old separatists, 
though for other reasons than theirs) always an alien in the 
midst of English society, and estranged from its unspoken 
presuppositions. He was never sent to a University, because 
the Mill view was that Oxford and Cambridge (like Eton 
and Westminster) were strongholds of bigotry and reaction. 
‘We regard the system of these institutions, as administered 
for two centuries past, with sentiments little short of utter 
abhorrence.’ ^ His early notion of the Church of England, 
again, is that of the critical outsider; it may be illustrated by 
this passage from The Spirit of the Age — ^a passage which, 
by the way, might have served as text for a very different 
discourse by a Tractarian : 

‘From the time when the Church of England became firmly 
seated in its temporalities, from the period when its title to the 
fee-simple of our conscience acquired the sanctity of prescription, 
and when it was enabled to dispense with any support but what it 
derived from the stable foundations of the social fabric of which it 
formed a part; it sunk from its independent rank, into an integral 
part, or a kind of appendage, to the aristocracy. It merged into the 
higher classes; and what moral influence it possessed, was merely a 
portion of the general moral influence of temporal superiors.’ ^ 

(iii) Psychology: Here the fundamental doctrine was 
Hartley’s Associationism : the belief in ‘ the formation of all 
human character by circumstances, through the universal 
Principle of Association, and the consequent unlimited possi- 
bility of improving the moral and intellectual condition of 
mankind by education ’.® 

(iv) Ethics: The Utilitarianism of Bentham. I will not 
repeat what has already been sketched under this heading; 
the subject will be revived when we come to examine Mill’s 
own essay. Utilitarianism. How deeply Mill was influenced 
by Bentham can be guessed from his account of the im- 
pression made upon him when — at the age of about fifteen — 

^ Dissertatiens anj Discussions, vol. i, p. 193 (znd ed., 1867}. 

* See edition with Introduction by F. A. von Hayek, Univ. of Chicago, 194*. 

* Autobiography, p. 91. 
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he first read him in Dumont’s French version, the Traite de 
Legislation. Although he had always been taught to apply 
the ‘greatest happiness’ formula, it then ‘burst upon me 
with all the force of novelty’. ‘The feeling rushed upon 
me, that all previous moralists were superseded, and 
that here indeed was the commencement of a new era of 
thought.’ ^ 

‘The Germano-Coleridgean doctrine’ (if I may recall in 
this context the weighty words quoted on the first page of 
this book) ‘ expresses the revolt of the human mind against 
the philosophy of the eighteenth century.’ ^ Mill himself 
never revolted openly against ‘that great century’, but he 
became aware of its one-sidedness, and some of his work has 
consequently the hybrid quality that results from crossing 
Benthamism with Coleridge, Carlyle, Maurice and Comte. 
His awakening to the inadequacies of the eighteenth century 
took the form, virtually, of an awakening to the deficiencies 
of his own childhood and education. This ‘conversion’ is 
described by him in what is, for most readers, the most 
interesting — because the most ‘human’ — part of his Auto- 
biography. Looking back upon his own early manhood, he 
sees that he must then have corresponded fairly closely with 
the popular notion of a Benthamite as a ‘reasoning machine’. 
His zeal for the good of mankind, which he took to be his 
dominant passion, was really only ‘zeal for speculative 
opinions’ : it had no roots in the affections. He was mentally 
aware of lofty ethical standards, but his head and his heart 
had been dissociated by his training, and especially by his 
father’s ‘undervaluing of feeling’. He could experience the 
emotions and enthusiasms of benevolence ‘imaginatively’, 
‘but there was at this time an intermission of its natural 
aliment, poetical culture^ while there was a superabundance 
of the discipline antagonistic to it, that of mere logic and 
analysis’,® Shelley, it will be remembered, said that ethical 
science arranges the materials which poetry creates: Mill 
had the arranged materials without the poetry. We now 

1 Ibid., p. 54. 

® Dissertations, vol. i, p. 403. 

® Autobiography, pp. 92 fF. (my italics). 
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regard the overforcing of the intellect in childhood as so 
crude an educational blunder that Mill’s quiet analysis of 
his own case seems naive and superficial. He proceeds to 
give an account of the nervous crisis which, as might have 
been predicted, came upon him in adolescence, and nearly 
destroyed him : an account which gains rather than loses in 
human, as in ‘period’ interest, through its innocence of 
psycho-therapy. 

In the autumn of 1 826 the inner tension which had doubt- 
less long existed within him gave way, and like Bunyan — 
though in terms how different! — he allowed himself to ask 
a question fatal to his peace of mind: 

‘“Suppose that all your objects in life were realized; that all the 
changes in institutions and opinions which you are looking forward 
to, could be completely effected at this very instant: would this be 
a great joy and happiness to you?’’ And an irrepressible self- 
consciousness distinctly answered “No!” At this my heart sank 
within me: the whole foundation on which my life was constructed 
fell down.’ ^ 

In his blank dejection, which he compares with the mood of 
Coleridge in the Dejection Ode, he realized that what should 
have been the emotional foundations of his life and interests 
had been worn away by analysis before they had been pro- 
perly laid. Analytic habits, he remarks in retrospect, are ‘a 
perpetual worm at the root both of the passions and of the 
virtues ; and, above all, fearfully undermine all desires, and 
all pleasures, which are the effects of association’. His educa- 
tion had failed to create in him a body of feelings strong 
enough ‘to resist the dissolving influence of analysis’, so 
that he found himself, at the beginning of adult life, ‘with a 
well-equipped ship and a rudder, but no sail’. There seemed 
‘no power in nature sufficient to begin the formation of my 
character anew, and create in a mind now irretrievably 
analytic, fresh associations of pleasure with any of the objects 
of human desire’. The quality of his nervous prostration 
(a state in which he questioned whether he could continue to 


J Ibid,, p. 113. 
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live for as long as a year) can be surmised from the symptom 
that, whereas music had always been one of his joys, and 
now became a chief consolation, he now began to be ‘seri- 
ously tormented by the thought of the exhaustibility of 
musical combinations’. 

Deliverance came through Wordsworth, who, as the poet 
of Despondency Corrected, was peculiarly fitted to minister 
to a mind thus diseased. If Mill could have then read The 
Prelude^ he would have recognized, in Wordsworth’s account 
of his dark night of the soul, and the ensuing dayspring, an 
experience similar to his own, though quite differently 
caused. Mill was not the only overwrought nineteenth cen- 
tury intellectual to feel Wordsworth’s healing power, but 
none has acknowledged his debt more memorably. 

‘What made Wordsworth’s poems a medicine for my state of 
mind was that they expressed, not mere outward beauty, but states 
of feeling, and of thought coloured by feeling, under the excite- 
ment of beauty. They seemed to be the very culture of the 
feelings, which I was in quest of,’ ^ 

Mill tells us (and we can well believe it) that this crisis left 
certain marked effects upon his opinions and character. First, 
although he never abandoned the theory that ‘happiness’ is 
the test of conduct and the end of life, he was now convinced 
that ‘ this end was only to be attained by not making it the 
direct end’. ‘Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you 
cease to be so’. Aim at something else, then, at something 
other than your own happiness — the happiness of others, the 
improvement of mankind, or ‘some art of pursuit’ — and you 
will ‘find happiness by the way’. Secondly, he now began to 
allow due weight, amongst the conditions of well-being, to 
‘the internal culture of the individual’, and ceased to attach 
‘exclusive importance to the ordering of outward circum- 
stances’, and to speculative training. ‘The cultivation of the 
feelings became one of the cardinal points in my ethical and 
philosophical creed’. What Wordsworth says of ‘Nature 
may be applied to his own action upon Mill : 


1 Ibid., p. 125. 
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‘ Nature’s self 

By all varieties of human love 

Assisted, led me back through opening day 

To those sweet counsels between head and heart 

Whence grew that genuine knowledge, fraught with peace.’ 

[Prelude, B text, xi, 350.] 

Soon after, the influences of European thought, and 
‘especially those of the reaction of the nineteenth century 
against the eighteenth’, began to stream in upon him — 
from Coleridge and the Coleridgeans (Sterling and Maurice), 
from Goethe, from Carlyle’s early articles, and from 
the Saint-Simonians and Comte. He learned that truth 
is more complex and many-sided than he had previously 
dreamt; that governments and institutions can have only 
a limited action, because they are themselves the products 
of the social power-balance; that any political theory must 
presuppose a workable philosophy of history. Nevertheless 
he never joined, as a belligerent, in the reaction against 
the eighteenth century, but watched the fight between 
it and the nineteenth from afar, striving to unite in his 
own consciousness the half-truths for which they 
respectively stood. 


II. Logic: ‘Ethology’ and Sociology 

But, if we are to see Mill in his true proportions, we must 
recognize that, in spite of his open-mindedness, his deepest 
presuppositions were rooted in the eighteenth century sub- 
soil. The main direction of his striving had been predeter- 
mined by the previous revolutionary age : it was towards the 
improvement of the human lot by the removal of ancient 
prejudice and established dogmatism. The sense of inveterate 
error to be exploded, of mouldering Bastilles of tyranny and 
injustice to be stormed, gives a revolutionary animus and 
ring to his writings, even though he is acknowledging the 
wisdom of received opinions, or deploring the later after- 
maths of the very movement for which he stands. Like Comte 
and Marx, he was a ‘reformer of thought for the sake of 
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action’ unlike either, he always conceived of the ‘action’ 
as lying within the framework of parliamentary democracy. 
From Comte he learned ‘the law of the three stages’, which 
became the basis of his philosophy of history; he learned, 
that is, that there are certain necessary stages in social evolu- 
tion, and that these follow each other in a fixed order. Comte 
alone, he held, had given us the clue to history by dis- 
covering ‘ the law of the successive transformations of human 
opinion’. Western civilization had passed through the ‘theo- 
logical’ and ‘metaphysical’, and was now entering upon the 
‘positive’ stage. With Comte he believed that this last tran- 
sition had produced in the modern world a distinctive 
intellectual anarchy; old received opinions had lost prestige, 
and no new ones had yet gained authority. He derived from 
Comte and the Saint-Simonians the distinction between 
‘natural’ and ‘critical’ (or ‘transitional’) states of society: 
‘natural’, when power and capacity co-exist in the governing 
class, ‘critical’, when this organic coherence has been dis- 
turbed, as it now has. Already in The Spirit of the Age we 
find him in possession of some of these leading ideas; they 
are there obviously relevant as Reform Bill propaganda, it is 
true, but they are shown to have wider applications. Govern- 
ing classes, he tells us, exert influence either by wisdom and 
virtue, by sacerdotal power, or by wealth and position, or by 
a combination of these. Until the Reformation all three 
influences were operative: energy, intelligence, religious 
prestige and wealth all worked in alliance. The Church even 
acted as the vanguard of civilizing advance, in so far as it put 
merit above rank, and distant ideals above present concerns. 
By the time of the Reformation, however, it had lost its 
intellectual lead, and in succeeding centuries it was either 
violently overthrown (in the ‘progressive’ countries), or else 
it triumphed at the expense of intellectual ‘progress’. Mill 
remarks, though without explaining the circumstance, that 
Christianity has been the only ‘natural’ religious order com- 
patible with ‘progress’, Hinduism and Islam having re- 
mained ‘stationary’. Today (1831), the ‘natural’ order, 

^ T. Whittaker, Reason: a Philosophical Essay (Cambridge, 1934), ch. iii, ‘ Comte 
and Mill ’ — a valuable summary. 
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prolonged since the Reformation by the admitted ability and 
prestige of the landed class, has collapsed. Wealth and 
influence are no longer synonymous with wisdom and leader- 
ship. The aristocracy, which might indeed have continued 
to lead, has thrown away its own chances, and nothing re- 
mains but a transfer of power where it rightly belongs. 
Power must be lodged with the able and the energetic, and 
such men now exist outside the ruling classes. Mill believed 
in the possibility of indefinite progress and perfectibility, but 
assumed that the masses would never be able to do better 
than choose the best leaders (hence, no doubt, Carlyle’s 
approval of this essay). 

The System of Logic^ Mill’s first major work, appeared in 
1843, though he had been engaged upon it for ten years. 
It is neither within my purpose nor my capacity to analyse 
or criticize this famous book; I shall merely show its rele- 
vance to our present discussion. The Logic would never have 
become, as Leslie Stephen t says it did become, ‘a sacred 
scripture for Liberal intellectuals’, if it had merely been 
what its title suggests. Like all Mill’s works, as I have hinted, 
it was a book with a tendency; its purpose was ‘to provide 
a logical armoury for all assailants of established dogmatism’. 
What constitutes ‘scientific proof’ in the investigation of 
Nature.^ how do we know when a proposition is ‘true’.? In 
answering these questions Mill keeps ever in mind, as his 
hypothetical opposition, the ‘intuitionist’ party — assumed 
to be the sinister philosophical interest of the time — those, 
that is, who explain knowledge by a priori methods. Mill 
will base all knowledge, even mathematical certainty, upon 
‘experience’. The ‘necessary’ character ascribed to mathe- 
matical truths is an illusion; in ‘causation’ too, there is no 
metaphysical ‘tie’, but merely invariable succession; ‘real 
kinds’ in Nature are clusters of accidental attributes. Mill, 
as Leslie Stephen comments, ‘is so resolved to leave nothing 
for the mind to do, that he supposes a primitive mind which 
is not even able to distinguish “is not’’ from “is”. It is hard 
[he adds] to understand how such a “mind”, if it were a 
“mind”, could ever acquire any “experience” at all.’ ^ 

^ The English Utilitarians (1900), vol, iii, p. 76. - Ibis/., p. 106. 
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But Mill saw ‘intultionism’, as Hobbes had seen ‘separated 
essences’, as the philosophical smoke-screen masking the 
enemy’s position ; for Hobbes, it concealed the pretensions 
of sacerdotalism, for Mill, those of all who in his day re- 
sisted ‘reform’. 

For our present purposes the most significant portion of 
the Logic is Book vi,^ ‘The Logic of the Moral Sciences’, 
where Mill applies his principles to ethics, politics and 
history. Can there be such a thing as moral science at all? 
a ‘science’ of human nature? of the formation of character? 
of society, and of history ? Can we, that is to say, arrive, in 
these spheres, at fixed laws and scientific proofs and pre- 
dictions ? The nettle of liberty-and-necessity must clearly be 
grasped at the outset of any attempt to constitute a ‘science’ 
of ethics or politics. Our volitions and actions. Mill argues, 
are the invariable effects of causes : ‘ given the motives which 
are present to an individual’s mind, and given likewise the 
character and disposition of the individual, the manner in 
which he will act may unerringly be inferred’. The up- 
holders of ‘ free will ’ feel that this doctrine is derogatory to 
human dignity, and claim that it is refuted by our conscious- 
ness of freedom (‘ Sir, we know our will is free, and there’s 
an end on’t’). But the degrading thing is not the view that 
‘our volitions and actions are the invariable consequents of 
our antecedent states of mind’; what is objectionable is the 
notion of some magical constraint — ‘necessity’ — exercised 
by cause over effect, and the consequent by-passing of 
‘states of mind’ in reckoning up ‘causes’. Human actions 
‘are never ruled by any one motive with such absolute sway, 
that there is no room for the influence of any other’. The 
Owenites say that character is formed for us (by environ- 
ment), and not by us: ‘but this is a grand error’. Man has, 
‘to a certain extent, a power to alter his character. Its being, 
in the ultimate resort, formed for him, is not inconsistent 
with its being formed by him as one of the intermediate 
agents.’ This is the valuable truth that the free-will teachers 
have preserved — not that effects are ever uncaused, or that 
different effects can flow from the same causes, but that 

' i 875 ed., vol. ii. 
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man can elect to be determined by one cause rather than by 
another. A drunkard, let us say, becomes temperate; how 
can this be ? His intemperance had been the invariable effect 
of fixed causes, i.e. the temptation working upon an idle and 
thirsty condition. After his conversion his new temperance 
is equally the effect of causes, but of different causes; the 
temptation passes him harmlessly by, because instead of 
meeting an absorbent substance, it now strikes armour and 
glances off it. Therein lay the man’s freedom, that he could 
change the previous sequence, not by overthrowing causa- 
tion, but by introducing a new term into its series. Mill 
asserts here, what he also says in Utilitarianism^ that although 
our volitions are ‘originally’ determined by desire of 
‘pleasure’, we come by habit to will the means without 
thinking of the end; the debauchee still seeks excess when 
it has ceased to be pleasant, and the ‘ moral hero ’ seeks virtue 
in spite of its painfulness. We only have a ‘confirmed char- 
acter’ when our purposes have become independent of the 
pleasure or pain from which they arose. 

There is, then, he believes, or there can be, a science of 
human nature. But it will not be an exact science, like 
Astronomy; it will be an inexact one, like ‘Tidology’. There 
can be such a science in so far as approximate truths (em- 
pirical ‘knowledge of mankind’) can be shown as corollaries 
of universal laws of human nature. Mill will keep clear of 
metaphysics; he will not ask what ‘Things’ or ‘Mind’ are 
‘in themselves’. We cannot yet be certain (as Comte claims 
to be) that states of mind and associations are all ‘really’ 
physiological. We can thus talk intelligibly, in the mean- 
time, of ‘laws of mind’ ; the laws of association, for example, 
have been largely though not conclusively proved. The 
science of the formation of human character is for Mill of 
supreme importance; it is that to which all other sciences 
lead up, and he coins for it the name of ‘ethology’. Men 
have not all one character, but there exist universal laws of 
the formation of character — ^not empirical laws (‘old age is 
cautious’, ‘all men are liars’, etc.), but the causal laws which 
give such observations whatever truth they have. In this 
complex investigation, where it is impossible to isolate our 

*53 



NINETEENTH CENTURY STUDIES 


subject or to take in all relevant factors, the direct experi- 
mental method is not applicable. We must deduce the laws 
of ethology from the general laws of mind, and then correct 
them by observation. 

It is typical of Mill’s eighteenth century affinity that for 
him the primary thing — the point of departure and the final 
end — is always the individual, whereas with Comte society 
precedes the individual. Nevertheless Mill has read Comte 
to much purpose, and devotes an important section to ‘ Social 
Science’ : ‘a thing of yesterday’, as he calls it, yet a science 
in which general laws are attainable for our guidance. First 
he dismisses as misleading two older methods of social in- 
vestigation, the ‘Chemical’ and the ‘Geometrical’. The 
former was associated for him with a misguided ‘ parroting 
after Bacon’, that is, with a crude empiricism uninformed 
and unchecked by general laws of human nature. He shows 
that in sociology we cannot, as in chemistry, make artificial 
experiments, and that the whole field is too complex for this 
technique; in politics many causes, and not one only, pro- 
duce the effects. The Geometric method (associated with 
the names of Hobbes, Bentham and James Mill), on the 
other hand, errs by assuming that all the phenomena can be 
deduced from one single property of human nature — as 
‘fear’ in Hobbes, or ‘worldly interests’ in Bentham i, and 
by not allowing for the actual conflict of forces. In the en- 
suing criticisms of Benthamite ‘political economy’ we have 
a good example of the way in which Mill often transcends 
without rejecting his master’s teaching. The ‘interest- 
philosophy of the Bentham school’ assumes, he says, (i) that 
human beings are governed in all their actions by their 
worldly interests, (ii) that the actions of average rulers are 
determined solely by self-interest, (iii) that rulers will govern 
in accordance with the interest of the governed when their 
own selfish interests coincide therewith, and (iv) that no 
rulers are so situated unless they are accountable to the 
governed. But these propositions are not universally true, 

1 It is interesting to note that it was Macaulay’s attack {Edinburgh Review, 
1829) on James Mill’s Government which convinced J. S. M. that both his father’s 
geometric deductive method and Macaulay’s own chemical method were Incomplete. 

154 



JOHN STUART MILL 

he replies. Men, and rulers, are swayed by the sense of duty, 
by philanthropy, by tradition, public opinion, class-feeling, 
habitual sentiments and the like. We do need the check of 
‘accountability’, but it is a pity that the theory of Parlia- 
mentary Reform should be mistaken for a complete theory 
of society. 

Sociology, then, Mill concludes (with Comte), must 
follow the inverse deductive method, i.e. it must generalize 
from history, but ‘verify’ its generalizations by deduction 
from the laws of human nature. Its task is immensely com- 
plex, for it must consider all the relevant causes and then 
compound them. Yet Mill cannot give up ‘the dismal 
science’ without a struggle. He has just shown that self- 
interest is not the universal motive, and that all previous 
sociologies have been over-simplified. Yet, he goes on to 
remark, it is true that certain sets of social effects are mainly 
due to particular causes, and so may be treated separately, 
as organs of the body can. Thus the science of Political 
Economy exists in its own right, in so far as it is concerned 
with those phenomena which do arise from the desire of 
wealth — the desire of wealth checked (he adds, remembering 
his catechism) by laziness, self-indulgence and the pressure 
of population. So many phenomena do thus arise (though 
not all), that it is worth while to reason as if it had full sway 
— to reason thus once and for all, and then allow for the 
modifying circumstances. Political Economy makes deli- 
berate and conscious abstraction of the wealth-motive from 
all others; ‘not that any political economist was ever so 
absurd as to suppose that mankind are really thus con- 
stituted, but because this is the mode in which science must 
necessarily proceed’. This, says the economist, is how men 
would act supposing that they were solely influenced by the 
profit-motive — ^and how nearly this is so, after all 1 Political 
Economy, Mill says, will fail to explain or predict real 
events, in so far as other causes really do operate. For in- 
stance, an English or American economist may easily err 
by assuming as normal an intensity of competition which in 
fact only exists in Britain and the U.S.A. ; he may not have 
heard that there are other men (say, for instance, Italians, 
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or Tahitians?) who care more about ease or vanity than 
pecuniary gain. Was ever science more oddly vindicated? 
First Mill explodes the geometric method, then as a dutiful 
son and disciple he puts it together again — murmuring that 
this is how science ‘must necessarily proceed'; it must pro- 
ceed, in fact, by constructing a false picture first in order to 
put it right later on. 

Mill returns to surer ground when he comes to deal with 
the science of history, or the methods of historical inter- 
pretation. ‘States of society’, what are they, and how are 
they produced ? The problem is ‘ to find the laws according 
to which any state of society produces the state which suc- 
ceeds it and takes its place’. This enquiry opens up ‘the 
great and vexed question of the progressiveness of man and 
society’. Is social evolution an ‘orbit’, or a ‘trajectory’? 
Mill believes that there is ‘ progressiveness ’ ; this does not 
necessarily imply ‘improvement’, though he believes that 
there is a tendency that way too. The new historical school 
in France has tried to establish a law of progress; Comte 
alone, however, has seen the need to connect empirical 
generalizations from history with the laws of human nature. 
In this sphere there is a bewildering interplay of cause and 
effect: circumstances produce character, but character reacts 
upon circumstances. ‘What we now are and do, is in a very 
small degree the result of the universal circumstances of the 
human race, or even of our own circumstances acting through 
the original qualities of our species, but mainly of the quali- 
ties produced in us by the whole previous history of human- 
ity.’ But, in this vast and complex process of social dynamics, 
perhaps some one element preponderates? Yes! and Mill’s 
answer is the reverse of Marx’s (did he ever read Marx, one 
wonders .'*) — Opinions, Belief and Knowledge : these are the 
determining causes of social change. All changes have been 
preceded by a change in knowledge or belief. ‘Polytheism, 
Judaism, Christianity, Protestantism, the critical philosophy 
of modern Europe and its positive science’ — these have 
been the determinants. What we must seek, therefore, is 
'the law of the successive transformation of human opinions'^ 
1 Of. cit., p. 517 (my italics). 
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and Comte alone has so far attempted to formulate this. 
Mill considers Comte’s lot des trois eiats to be a generaliza- 
tion of high scientific value, showing the concurrence of 
historical evidence with a priori human probabilities. The 
notion of a ‘ Science of History’ (Mill adds here in this later 
edition) has recently been popularized in England by Buckle, 
who in his History of Civilization ^ has ascribed all progress 
to ‘advance in scientific knowledge’, minimized the im- 
portance of individuals (‘ great men ’) and exalted ‘ the spirit 
of the age’ and ‘general causes’. On this Mill remarks that 
(once again) we must not confuse Causation with Fatalism 
by fancying that individuals or governments cannot modify 
general laws. Mill had been the friend of Carlyle, and he 
differed from Buckle and Macaulay on the importance of 
‘great men’. All the same, he admits, ‘we cannot foresee 
the advent of great men’, and, as ‘general causes’ tend to 
increase in importance, never again ean we expect indi- 
viduals to count for so much. 

That he expected individuals always to count for a great 
deal, however, can be seen throughout his writings, and 
nowhere more clearly than in the last section of the Logic^ 
which deals with the conduct of life. What are ‘proper 
objects of approbation’ .i* When we begin to speak of ‘ought’ 
instead of ‘is’, we must have some standard by which to 
determine the goodness or badness of objects of desire. 
This is not the place. Mill says, to justify his opinion on this 
subject; he will merely state his conviction that ‘conducive- 
ness to happiness ’ is the ultimate principle of teleology. As 
in Utilitarianism^ Mill admits that this may not always mean 
happiness to the noble individual; but what is ‘nobility’.? 
why is it noble.? 

‘The character itself should be, to the individual, a paramount 
end, simply because the existence of this ideal nobleness of character, 
or of a near approach to it, in any abundance, would go further 
than all things else towards making human life happy; both in the 
comparatively humble sense, of pleasure and freedom from pain, 
and in the higher meaning, of rendering life, not what it now is 


^ Vol. i, 1857; vol. ii, 1861. 
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almost universally, puerile and insignificant — but such as human 
beings with highly developed faculties can care to have.’ 


III. The Principles of Political Economy (1848-49) 

Here again I shall only glance at a few significant aspects. 
In this famous work Mill, as usual, is trying to reconcile 
incompatibles; this time, the premises of Ricardo and 
Malthus are to be squared with his own passion for human 
amelioration. How are the best ends of socialism to be gained 
without abandoning the values of individualism and laissez- 
faire} The historical setting of this book was the recent 
triumph of Free Trade, and the widening estrangement 
between the philosophical radicals and the classes they 
claimed to lead and represent. Chartists, evangelical pro- 
moters of factory acts, and the many who loathed the New 
Poor Law (1834), all alike suspected them of being cold, 
hard-hearted Gradgrinds and Malthusians. Mill, as a poli- 
tical economist, has been called a ‘hopeful Malthusian’: 
why was he hopeful He believed neither in the providence 
of God nor in the beneficence of Nature ; in average humanity, 
too, he had no great faith. Man was improvident, and Nature 
niggardly. He held, with Malthi s, that the human race, left 
to itself, could double itself in ore generation, and that the 
resulting pressure of population upon means of subsistence 
would lead, if unchecked, to misery, disease and starvation. 
He held, too, that profits tend towards a minimum, and that 
there is a law of diminishing returns from land. Deep be- 
neath all political devices and remedies there lay, for Mill, 
these ineluctable economic facts. We were ever steadily 
approaching, and indeed now upon the verge of, what he 
called ‘The Stationary State’ ^ — the state when there is no 
longer any piling up of capital, when capital no longer over- 
flows into the ‘backward’ countries of the world, and when 
the ‘opening of markets’ in these and the food-producing 
lands defeats itself by stimulating the birth-rate and the 
needs of those very countries. It all reads disconcertingly 

^ PohtKal Ecmomy (6th ed., 1865}, vol. ii, bk. iv, ch. 6. 
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like a prophecy of the world’s present plight. To account for 
Mill’s hopefulness in face of this sombre vision we need 
only remember that he was writing one hundred years ago, 
and that he hatd been brought up in the radical, reforming 
tradition. ‘ Improvement’ must take place, for this is the very 
meaning of existence. But not necessarily ‘ progress ’, in the 
sense of ever-accumulating capital, ever-expanding trade 
and ever-mounting numbers; Mill must be given great 
credit for seeing this clearly. He knew that ‘ progress’ in that 
sense, if left to itself, must ‘end in shallows and miseries’: 
a belief which, he pleaded, was no wicked invention of 
Malthus, but a law recognized by his predecessors and only 
to be combated on Malthusian principles. It is the mis- 
fortune of Mill, of his uncomfortable position between two 
worlds, that he is continually being hit by the boomerang 
of his own ideas. Mill’s presuppositions were those which, 
in the age just past and gone, had indeed been the spearhead 
of revolutionary change. He, supposing them still to be 
such, finds himself compelled, at every turn, to retreat and 
prepare defensive positions. Thus, in this classic work on 
political economy, written (as we have seen) on the assump- 
tion that men all want to become richer and richer, and that 
they must not be interfered with while so doing. Mill first 
finds himself checked by the ghost of Malthus (all this will 
end in shallows and miseries), and then, with a volte-face 
which shows that he was greater than he knew, he asks the 
startling questions; Do we want to get richer and richer.? 
May not the ‘stationary state’ be ‘a very considerable im- 
provement on our present condition ’ .? Why desire continual 
increases of production, accumulation and population.? — 
these are not in themselves ultimate ends. ‘I confess’, he 
says (in a passage which might come from Culture and 
Anarchy)., that ‘ I am not charmed with the ideal of life held 
out by those who think the normal state of human beings is 
that of struggling to get on’. In the stationary state, when 
men have ceased to be engrossed by this material struggle, 
there will be more room for improving the art of living, and 
‘much more likelihood of its being improved’. The true 
purpose of mechanical inventions will then at length appear: 
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not to increase wealth, but to abridge labour, and create 
leisure for cultivating the graces of life : 

‘Hitherto it is questionable if all the mechani^l inventions yet 
made have lightened the toil of any human being. They have en- 
abled a greater population to live the same life of drudgery and 
imprisonment, and an increased number of manufacturers and others 
to make fortunes. They have increased the comforts of the middle 
classes. But they have not yet begun to effect those great changes 
in human destiny, which it is in their nature and in their futurity 
to accomplish.’ ^ 

But Mill, with his surprising and endearing many-sidedness, 
produces another (and a Wordsworthian) reason for pre- 
ferring the stationary state to the Brave New World of the 
progress-worshippers: let us call a halt to the increase of 
population — ^why because 

‘it is not good for man to be kept perforce at all times in the pre- 
sence of his species. A world from which solitude is extirpated, is a 
very poor ideal. Solitude, in the sense of being often alone, is 
essential to any depth of meditation or of character; and solitude in 
the presence of natural beauty and grandeur, is the cradle of thoughts 
and aspirations which are not only good for the individual, but 
which society could ill do without. Nor is there much satisfaction 
in contemplating the world with nothing left to the spontaneous 
activity of nature; with every rood of land brought into cultivation, 
which is capable of growing food for human beings; every flowery 
waste or natural pasture ploughed up, all quadrupeds or birds which 
are not domesticated for man’s use exterminated as his rival for 
food, every hedgerow or superfluous tree rooted out, and scarcely a 
place left where a wild shrub or flower could grow without being 
eradicated as a weed in the name of improved agriculture. If the 
earth must lose that part of its pleasanmess which it owes to things 
that the unlimited increase of wealth and population would extirpate 
from it, for the mere purpose of enabling it to support a larger, but 
not a better or a happier population, I sincerely hope, for the sake 
of posterity, that they will be content to be stationary, long before 
necessity compels them to it.’ * 

' Ibid., p. 33*. - IbiJ., p. 331. 
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What a piece of work is Mill! The steam-engine radical, 
frightened at his own progress, whistling for the flowery 
meadows, his power-loom prose booming out the sentiments 
of Rousseau or D. H. Lawrence! Seldom can mortal man 
have affirmed in accents less poetical, how gracious, how 
benign is solitude. A joyless knowledge of the sources of joy 
pervades all Mill’s work, and his prose is grey with it. Yet 
the knowledge is his, and present-day advocates of National 
Parks and Nature-Preserves (all honour to them) should 
recognize him as a forerunner. 

But the Malthusian spectre walks again : is this not mere 
Utopian dreaming.? What if, the stationary state once 
reached, the population went on increasing just the same.? 
Has Mill, with his belief in the niggardliness of Nature and 
the fecklessness of man, any right to suppose otherwise? 
‘Only when’, he has said, 

‘in addition to just institutions, the increase of mankind shall be 
under the deliberate guidance of judicious foresight, can the con- 
quests made from the powers of nature by the intellect and energy 
of scientific discoverers, become the common property of the species, 
and the means of improving and elevating the common lot.’ 

Will men, then, ever ‘be content to be stationary’ in this 
respect, ‘before necessity compels them to it’.? Whereas 
Malthus had thought not, Mill was hopeful. Not for nothing 
had he been steeped, from the dawn of life, in the hope and 
expectation of unlimited betterment. The ‘existing habits’ 
of mankind can be improved, by education and an enhanced 
standard of living. They can be improved by State interven- 
tion — ^and here, by another typical paradox, the arch-indi- 
vidualist comes in sight of Socialism. Once again the 
boomerang strikes him ; he bends his head to dodge it, and 
proceeds, in patient dejection, to examine how much State 
action can be allowed without giving up the individualist 
essentials. 

Production of wealth must not be tampered with, but the 
State may do much to ensure its better distribution — ‘of 
which one indispensable means is a stricter restraint on 
population. Levelling institutions, either of a just or of an 
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unjust kind, cannot alone accomplish it ; they may lower the 
heights of society, but they cannot, of themselves, per- 
manently raise the depths.’ He seems to have expected that 
the ‘stricter restraint’ would spontaneously be applied by 
the people as education enriched their lives and as improved 
conditions enhanced their self-respect. And so, there must 
above all be national education, enforced and financed, 
though not provided, by the State. There must be laws 
‘favouring equality of fortunes so far as is consistent with 
the just claim of the individual to the fruits, whether great 
or small, of his or her own industry’; for example, there 
should be a limit to what can be acquired by gift or in- 
heritance, though a limit not stringent enough to exclude 
‘a moderate independence’. If, in this way, there were to be 
no more enormous fortunes (except those earned and ac- 
quired in one lifetime), many more people might be exempt 
from ‘coarser toils’, and have leisure for ‘the graces’. To 
relieve the existing pressure of population there should be 
emigration; there should also be home-colonization, lead- 
ing to that peasant-proprietorship which in France had so 
successfully produced frugality and Malthusian restraint: 

‘ obedience to Malthus makes the prosperous French peasant, 
disobedience, the pauperized English labourer’.^ There 
should be laws restraining imprudent marriages, and allevia- 
tion for ‘displaced’ workers; the government may own 
canals and railways, and may even nationalize land and take 
‘unearned increment’. Factory legislation Mill could not 
bring himself to approve, but he recommended the protec- 
tion of child-labourers. All these measures of State Socialism, 
he held, would be much nearer to realization in the ‘ station- 
ary state’ than now, and all these he approved. It is thus true 
to say that Mill has provisionally abandoned laissez-faire\ 
he wants (as Leslie Stephen puts it) ‘a huge dead-lift’, an 
interference by government, though he still hopes that this 
will be an interference to end interference. He believed to 
the last in private property, and above all in competition. 
He conceded to the Socialists that co-operative associations 
may be good, but 

^ I^slie Stephen, ap. cit., p. 192. 
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‘ I utterly dissent from the most conspicuous and vehement part of 
their teaching, their declamations against competition, . . . They 
forget that wherever competition is not, monopoly isj and that 
monopoly, in all its forms, is the taxation of the industrious for 
the support of indolence, if not of plunder.’ 

Competition admittedly has its evils, but it prevents greater 
evils, it stimulates individual faculties : 

Tt is the common error of Socialists to overlook the natural 
indolence of mankind. . . . Competition may not be the best con- 
ceivable stimulus, but it is at present a necessary one, and no one 
can foresee the time when it will not be indispensable to progress.’ i- 


IV. On Liberty {}i 


‘The grand, leading principle, towards which every argument in 
these pages directly converges, is the absolute and essential import- 
ance of human development in its richest variety.’ 

In taking, for his most famous Essay, this motto from 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, Mill is defining the sense in which 
he proposes to discuss ‘ Liberty’. The argument follows on 
from where we have just left off: he is going to discuss in 
more detail, but also with more philosophical breadth, ‘the 
nature and limits of the power which can be legitimately 
exercised by society over the individual’. Once again we 
find Mill wrestling with paradoxes, and defending his prin- 
ciples against their own consequences. Indeed, this Essay is 
the palmary instance of that posture in him, for the menace 
here is the very liberal-democratic state which he and his 
party had toiled to create. Mill was discovering (without so 
formulating it) the truth of the ‘dialectical’ principle, that 
a historical ‘moment’ tends to generate its own negation; 
out of the very liberty for which he had striven had proceeded 
a new sort of tyranny. The old laissez-faire liberty had pro- 
duced an order in which only the privileged few were really 
free ; the rest of mankind were free only to sell their labour 
or starve. To remedy this, the principle of ‘equality’ had 


1 Political Economy, he. cit., pp. 376-7. 
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been invoked, and the franchise had been in wider (not yet 
‘widest’) commonalty spread. To remedy the yet remaining 
evils of free competition Mill had been prepared, as we saw, 
to admit a considerable measure of State Socialism. But all 
this meant more and more legislation, more and more inter- 
ference with the individual ; could it be that liberty and 
equality were incompatible? In working for equality, were 
we sacrificing something still more valuable.? What Mill 
would have thought of our present-day ‘democracy’ one 
trembles to imagine ; it is sufficiently remarkable to find him, 
already in 1859, aware of the impending tyranny of ‘col- 
lective mediocrity’. ‘The tendency of all the changes taking 
place in the world’, he says, ‘is to strengthen society, and 
diminish the power of the individual.’ And this tendency 
profoundly disturbed him, for the most deeply seated of his 
unconscious beliefs (on the conscious level he sometimes denied 
it) was that the ‘natural’ was better than the contrived, and 
that the individual was a ‘natural’ unit, while society was 
‘artificial’, I believe that there was a conflict between Mill's 
unspoken and his explicit assumptions on the ‘natural’, for 
if ‘Nature’ were all that he says of her in his posthumous 
Essay of that title (see below, pp. 177 ff.), he would have no 
right to defend the individual as part of the natural order. 
This latent respect for Nature, this predisposition to ‘let be’, 
was part of Mill’s eighteenth century inheritance. The Essay 
On Liberty., although written in the heart of the Victorian 
age, still has about it the ring of mental fight, the heroic tone 
of 1789. One might have supposed that in 1859 no new 
Areopagitica was called for, but Mill was far from seeing the 
matter in that light. To him, mid-Victorian England seemed 
‘not a place of mental freedom’, and, as we have seen, he 
feared that other freedoms were about to perish. On Liberty, 
then, is a veritable Areofa^Aca, and its strenuous tone ex- 
plicable, because Mill felt himself to be attacking two kinds 
of tyranny in succession ; in the first part, that of intellectual 
torpor and intolerance; in the second, the monstrous off- 
spring of the democratic Frankenstein. 

The sap runs freely and strongly throughout the first 
section, which deals with liberty of thought and discussion. 
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‘Discussion’ was indeed the breath of life to Mill, who as a 
youth had formed a debating circle which met twice a week 
from 8.30 a.m. until 10. He craved for the free play of mind 
upon all subjects, but found that in England it was con- 
sidered ill-bred to discuss serious topics in society; France 
was much more congenial in this respect. His secluded up- 
bringing, and his father’s ascendant influence, had im- 
planted deep within him the feeling that English thought, 
like English society, universities and religion, was still in 
the grip of sinister conservatism; he could therefore see 
himself as an eighteenth century ‘ philosophe ’ attacking the 
infamous old Goliath. For Mill, the ‘great’ moments in 
history were those when ideas and assumptions were being 
thoroughly overhauled, when discussion most mightily 
raged, and ‘the yoke of authority was broken’: he specifies 
the Reformation, the late eighteenth century in France, and 
the ‘Goethian and Fichtean period’ in Germany, as epochs 
when Europe was mentally awake. One gathers that he 
would have been prepared to add to these the early centuries 
of Christianity, when the faith was still fighting for existence, 
and when its adherents were consequently aware of what 
they were fighting for. But these impulses are now well- 
nigh spent; there is in England now ‘a tacit convention that 
principles are not to be disputed’, and there has descended 
upon us the ‘deep slumber of a decided opinion’. 

, ‘A state of things in which a large portion of the most active and 
inquiring intellects find it advisable to keep the general principles 
and grounds of their convictions within their own breasts, and 
attempt, in what they address to the public, to fit as much as they 
can of their own conclusions to premises which they have internally 
renounced, cannot send forth the open, fearless characters, and 
logical, consistent intellects who once adorned the thinking 
world.’ 1 

In face of the continued pressure of an older civilization, 
with its social inequalities and privileges, its traditional 
religion and morality. Mill and the middle-class radicals 
could still feel themselves to be in the vanguard of human 

1 Liberty, p. 93 (Everyman ed.). 
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advance, and still feel that their interests were those of the 
masses of mankind (though the masses had a way of not 
quite seeing this). 

I will briefly rehearse the argument. If we try to suppress 
opinions: (i) The opinion to be suppressed may be true. 
Were not Socrates and Christ put to death as heretics, blas- 
phemers and corrupters of morality? Did not Marcus 
Aurelius, a better ‘Christian’ than nearly all so-called Chris- 
tian rulers, persecute Christianity ? It is a fallacy to suppose 
that ‘Truth’ as such has any special survival-value; ‘history 
teems with instances of truth put down by persecution’. 

(ii) Even though the alleged heresy be indeed an error, 
and the orthodox opinion true, yet if the orthodox never hear 
their views questioned, they themselves will not understand 
on what grounds they hold them. ‘ He who knows only his 
own side of the case, knows little of that’; absence of dis- 
cussion weakens belief. Creeds are operative when they are 
being affirmed against opposition, and mere formal husks 
when they have Tong been accepted. The doctrines of the 
Sermon on the Mount are considered sacred, but they now 
produce little effect ‘ beyond what is caused by mere listening 
to words so amiable and bland’; the real allegiance of the 
modern Christian is paid to worldly interests : he believes his 
doctrines ‘just up to the point at which it is usual to act 
upon them’. 

(iii) The conflicting doctrines may share the truth between 
them, and in this case it may be that the minority-opinion 
contains just that part of it which is ignored by the majority. 
One-sidedness is an inherent defect of the human mind itself, 
and revolutions and improvements in opinion are not simple 
replacements of error by truth, but rather the rise of one 
part of truth and the obscuration of another — the new frag- 
ment being simply ‘more adapted to the needs of the time, 
than that which it displaces’. We have noticed how Mill 
saw in the contrasted world-views of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries a type of this one-sidedness, and with 
this in mind he here says that the ‘paradoxes of Rousseau’ 
burst, ‘like a bombshell’, in the midst of eighteenth century 
opinion, ‘forcing its elements to recombine in a better form 
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and with additional ingredients’. In the great practical con- 
cerns of life, above all in politics, ‘truth’ is a ‘ reconciling and 
combining of opposites’, and if one of two opinions has a 
better claim to be countenanced it is that which at the 
moment happens to be in a minority. An interesting part of 
this discussion, for our present purpose, occurs where Mill 
considers Christian ethics, which are reputed to contain no 
half-truth, but the whole truth, in matters of conduct. Here 
he clearly feels that he is vindicating a minority view against 
an all-but unanimous prejudice. After distinguishing be- 
tween Gospel Christianity, which never purported to teach 
a complete ethical system, and ecclesiastical Christianity, 
which did, he declares 

‘that it is, in many important points, incomplete and one-sided, 
and that unless ideas and feelings, not sanctioned by it, had con- 
tributed to the formation of European life and character, human 
affairs would have been in a worse condition than they now are.’ ^ 

What ‘ideas and feelings’? Magnanimity, he replies: high- 
mindedness, sense of personal dignity, sense of honour, 
energetic pursuit of good, sense of duty to mankind without 
thought or heavenly reward, sense of duty to the State ; in a 
word, the pagan virtues, and their modern counterparts as 
represented in the ideals of chivalry and the ‘gentleman’. 
These and such-like secular standards must be combined 
with those of Christianity to produce the moral regeneration 
of mankind. One may suppose that this is the kind of senti- 
ment which James Mill had advised his son not to express, 
but which, now that the latter is actually burning his boats, 
he glories in avowing. 

Nothing in Mill is more profound or of more lasting value 
than this first section. Yet if his grave ghost should revisit 
this troubled world of a hundred years later, we should have 
to pose it with another problem about minority opinion: 
what, we should ask, if the whole raison-d'ttre of a given 
minority should be its determination to force its views at all 
cost upon the majority, and its readiness to imprison and 
murder all who will not submit? Shall that minority be 

1 Ibid., p. io8. 
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tolerated, lest its suppression may mean the loss of some 
neglected fragment of truth ? Perhaps even Mill would have 
hesitated here; he might, however, have said: suppress the 
party by all means, but enquire what hideous maladjustment 
has made its appearance possible, and remedy that. 

The argument of the second section (which I have partly 
anticipated, and will therefore treat more summarily) is: 
given intellectual liberty, men must also be free to plan their 
own lives as they think fit; liberty in living must go with 
liberty in thinking — provided always that the individual does 
not make himself a nuisance to other people. It is here that 
Mill examines, on the principles already explained, the 
limits of the power of the State over the individual, the ruling 
assumption being the characteristic one, that ‘ leaving people 
to themselves is always better, ceteris paribus, than controlling 
them’. In order to draw his boundary line Mill makes a dis- 
tinction between self-regarding and public actions; indivi- 
duals must be unhampered in all that affects themselves only, 
but the State may intervene to prevent anti-social behaviour. 
The distinction is hard to maintain, though Mill’s ‘salutary 
jealousy of social interference’ will find a response in those 
today who dislike State regimentation and dread its continual 
and mounting encroachments. Mill would have occupied 
stronger ground here if he had been a Christian ; he could 
then have given precise meaning to what was evidently his 
thought, that for the soul’s health there must be spiritual 
sanctuaries, as well as Nature-Preserves, where the govern- 
mental writ does not run. Mill, as I have suggested, is here 
faced with some highly unwelcome results of the very move- 
ment for which he had always stood; democracy, or the rule of 
the average mediocre man, has now triumphed, and from this 
very ‘liberty’ is proceeding a new bondage: ‘society has now 
fairly got the better of individuality’. ‘The general tendency 
of things throughout the world is to render mediocrity the 
ascendant power among mankind.’ * Genius, and originality 
of thought or conduct, ‘ can only breathe freely in an atmos- 
phere of freedom’, and this freedom is vanishing from our 

1 Cf. J. MacCunn, Six Radical Thinkers (1907), p. 82. 

® Liberty, p. 123. 
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modern mass-civilization. ‘The only power deserving the 
name is that of masses, and of governments which make 
themselves the organ of the tendencies and instincts of 
masses ’ — that is (in England), of the middle-class or ‘ collec- 
tive mediocrity’. Mill is driven, like Carlyle, to fly for rescue 
to ‘the highly-gifted and instructed One or Few’ to guide 
the ‘Sovereign Many’ — though he explicitly discounten- 
ances ‘the sort of “hero-worship” which applauds the strong 
man of genius for forcibly seizing on the government of the 
world and making it do his bidding in spite of itself’. No, 
there must be no Fiihrers ; the wise and the noble must only 
‘point out the way’. Unfortunately, ‘energetic characters on 
any large scale are becoming merely traditional’, and we are 
daily approaching an almost Chinese uniformity. Mill would 
not have found the ‘energetic characters’ of a hundred years 
later at all to his taste, and he would have been amazed to 
find that their aim was precisely to produce such unifor- 
mities, and to produce them by methods of ‘interference’ 
which would have reduced him to suicide. I will conclude 
by quoting his memorable warning against the evils of stand- 
ardization : 

‘The circumstances which surround different classes and indivi- 
duals, and shape their characters, are daily becoming more assimi- 
lated. Formerly, different ranks, different neighbourhoods, different 
trades and professions, lived in what might be called different worlds; 
at present to a great degree in the same. Comparatively speaking, 
they now read the same things, listen to the same things, see the 
same things, go to the same places, have their hopes and fears 
directed to the same objects, have the same rights and liberties, and 
the same means of asserting them. Great as are the differences of 
position which remain, they are nothing to those which have 
ceased. And the assimilation is still proceeding. All the political 
changes of the age promote it, since they all tend to 'raise the low 
and to lower the high. Every extension of education promotes it, 
because education brings people under common influences, and 
gives them access to the general stock of fects and sentiments. Im- 
provement in the means of communication promotes it, by bringing 
the inhabitants of distant places into personal contact, and keeping 
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up a rapid flow of changes of residence between one place and 
another. The increase of commerce and manufactures promotes it, 
by diffusing more widely the advantages of easy circumstances, and 
by opening all objects of ambition, even the highest, to general 
competition, whereby the desire of rising becomes no longer the 
character of a particular class, but of all classes. A more powerful 
agency than even all these, in bringing about a general similarity 
among mankind, is the complete establishment, in this and other 
free countries, of the ascendancy of public opinion in the 
State. . . . 

‘The combination of all these causes forms so great a mass of 
influences hostile to Individuality, that it is not easy to see how it 
can stand its ground. It will do so with increasing difficulty, unless 
the intelligent part of the public can be made to feel its value. If 
the claims of Individuality are ever to be asserted, the time is now, 
while much is wanting to complete the enforced assimilation.’ 

The ‘time is now’ 1949, not 1859, and the assimilation has 
gone incalculably further — too far for remedy, Mill would 
perhaps have thought. However, if anything is ‘still wanting 
to complete it’ (as we must hope), his words are many times 
more urgent than ever. 


V. Utilitarianism (1861-63) 

Our previous discussion of Bentham’s Deontology must 
serve to excuse us from any exhaustive account of this Essay. 
Mill, in treating this, the central theme of his life and 
thought, is once more ‘inly rack’d’, and vexed by contraries. 
He is squeezing hard at the old Utilitarian orange to make 
it yield what it never contained, and he only obtains the 
juice he needs by a sleight of hand of which he appears 
unaware. Or, as has been said without metaphor, he destroys 
the simplicity ofBenthamism without giving up its principle.^ 
No wonder Mill was ‘joyless’; there can be few spiritual 
postures more uncomfortable than that of watching, open- 
eyed, one’s own thought-world destroying itself and yet of 
being unable to shift into a new one. His aim in this Essay 

1 Whittaker, op, cit., ch. iii. 
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is to show that Utilitarianism will yield a morality as lofty 
as any ‘transcendental’ or religious system. The view that 
‘actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote 
happiness, wrong as they tend to promote the reverse of 
happiness’, excites intense dislike, he admits, in those who 
think that life has a ‘nobler’ end than pleasure. In order to 
answer this objection Mill makes his famous qualitative dis- 
tinction between the ‘sorts’ of pleasure — performs, in fact, 
with seeming innocence, the conjuring trick which produces 
‘ought’ out of ‘is’. ‘ Some kinds of pleasures are more desirable 
and valuable than others' (my italics). What can make them 
so, except their being greater in ‘amount’ Of two pleasures, 
he replies, that is the more valuable to which all who have 
experience of both give decided preference, and which they 
are prepared to purchase even at the cost of discomfort. Now 
those who are thus experienced have a marked preference 
for the pleasures of the intellect over those of the senses, and 
they believe that the quality of their happiness outweighs all 
consideration of quantity: 

‘It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; 
better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the 
fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only 
know their own side of the question. The other party to the com- 
parison knows both sides.’ ^ 

From this judgment about the quality of pleasures by the 
only competent critics there can be no appeal; the most 
desirable pleasures are simply those which are in fact most 
desired by the best judges. At this point Mill is deflected by 
the Carlylean objection that happiness is unattainable, and 
that we must learn renunciation {entsagen). At the thought of 
this, all the indoctrinated optimism in Mill, all his philan- 
thropy and humanity-religion, come to the surface, and he 
gives us a passage which, quite apart from its context, must 
still move and challenge all statesmen and all who care for 
their fellow-man. Happiness — not indeed rapture, but a 
steady burning of its flame — is already the lot of some, and 
‘ the present wretched education, and wretched social arrange- 

^ Utilitarianism (Everyman ed.), p. 9. 
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mentSj are the only real hindrance to its being attainable by 
almost air. No one, he continues, 

‘whose opinion deserves a moment’s consideration can doubt that 
most of the great positive evils of the world are in themselves re- 
movable, and will, if human affairs continue to improve, be in the 
end reduced within narrow limits. Poverty, in any sense implying 
suffering, may be completely extinguished by the wisdom of society, 
combined with the good sense and providence of individuals. Even 
that most intractable of enemies, disease, may be indefinitely re- 
duced in dimensions by good ph3tsical and moral education, and 
proper control of noxious influences; while the progress of science 
holds out a promise for the future of still more direct conquests over 
this detestable foe. ... As for vicissitudes of fortune, and other 
disappointments connected with worldly circumstances, these are 
principally the effect either of gross imprudence, of ill-regulated 
desires, or of bad or imperfect social institutions. All the grand 
sources, in short, of human suffering are in a great degree, many of 
them almost entirely, conquerable by human care and effort; and 
though their removal is grievously slow — though a long succession 
of generations will perish in the breach before the conquest is com- 
pleted, and this world becomes all that, if will and knowledge were 
not wanting, it might easily be made — yet every mind sufficiently 
intelligent and generous to bear a part, however small and uncon- 
spicuous, in the endeavour, will draw a noble enjoyment from the 
contest itself, which he would not for any bribe in the form of 
selfish Indulgence consent to be without.’ ^ 

Not only, then, could the general happiness be indefinitely 
extended, but in helping to extend it the noble individual 
may find, now and for long henceforth, the happiness of a 
Socrates. Such nobility might, indeed, procure him only the 
‘ happiness ’ of martyrdom — it would be worth while were it 
so, for Utilitarianism seeks the happiness of the greatest 
number, not of the noble few — but in fact and in experience 
things are not as bad as that. All honour, of course, to those 
who have forgone personal enjoyments in order to minister 
to the world’s welfare; a man who sacrifices them for any 


^ op. cit., p. 14 (my italics). 
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other purpose is a mere Stylites on a pillar, and deserves no 
admiration. As long as the world is in its present imperfect 
state, Mill fully grants, ‘ the readiness to make such a sacrifice 
is the highest virtue which can be found in man’. But he 
looks forward to a society so conditioned that the very dis- 
tinction between personal and general happiness shall have 
disappeared. Utilitarianism, then (and this is the drift of his 
argument), demands nothing less than the morality of Jesus 
Christ: to do as you would be done by, and to love your 
neighbour as yourself. 

Let us stand a little aside and contemplate Mill’s position. 
Whence, let us first ask, the obligation to seek the general 
good rather than my own, or as my own ? I may not happen 
to care much about the happiness of others : in that case, no 
‘framing of society’ so as to produce an artificial identity of 
these interests will alter my inward quality as a moral being. 
Or, more broadly let us ask — do we, do we men in fact, care 
more for the general good or for our own ? Both Bentham 
and Mill agree that we are ‘naturally’ selfish ; very well then, 
the problem is how, out of selfish individuals, to elicit unsel- 
fish action. The Utilitarian can only answer: ‘You desire 
your own happiness.? I’ll tell you how best to attain it — by 
promoting the happiness of others. You’ll find that this 
makes you surprisingly happy. Try it and see. Those who 
have already tried it know that it is so.’ But this still leaves 
one’s happiness (though of the ‘higher’ kind) as the real 
object of pursuit, as the theoretic sanction of altruism. Even 
if we admit that the idea of a pleasure is the only motive 
that can allure us, it remains doubtful whether the mere 
promise, by a moral expert, of a more refined form of plea- 
sure, will effect the required transition from egoism to 
altruism. This transition is at the core of the ethical pro- 
blem; it cannot be slurred over as if it were easy. Human 
nature does not rise to such baits; it is moved much rather 
(so experience suggests) by commands, and still more by 
love. As soon as love enters the picture, the scene is trans- 
formed; the object of endeavour now becomes something 
outside self altogether, something which demands service for 
its own sake, and not for the sake of the accruing pleasure. 
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The loved object, whether God, person or society, requires 
of us a devotion in which we indeed find joy, but we do not 
love on account o/the joy; we find the joy because we love. 
The Utilitarian principle begins at the wrong end: it makes 
an objective out of what is only a concomitant. The strange 
thing is that Mill actually learned this lesson during his 
mental crisis; he learned, at least, that the deliberate pur- 
suit of happiness defeats itself: that happiness must be 
coaxed by a stratagem, and not carried by direct attack. Yet 
this discovery did not shake his inherited (or inculcated) 
conviction that happiness is the end of conduct and the 
test of right. One might have supposed that the discovery 
would have suggested grave doubts about the validity of 
happiness as a summum honum'. what.? this most desirable 
object, this final end and aim, to whose attainment all else 
is subordinate, has it, then, one special characteristic dis- 
tinguishing it from other possible aims, that it must not be 
sought for its own sake ^ Surely then, one might suppose, it 
cannot be the summum bonum} ‘Ah, but’. Mill replies, ‘it is 
the happiness of others that you must seek, not your own ; 
my melancholy [so he might continue] was due to my never 
having really been altruistic ; I had sought my own happiness 
in that of others, and so the happiness of others failed awhile 
to give me pleasure.’ It will be noticed that in these imputed 
words I have made Mill use the classic Utilitarian argument 
to deny itself : seek your own happiness in that of others, but 
if you do you won’t be happy! — ^to this hopeless contradic- 
tion are we remorselessly led. It seems to follow that we 
must not seek our own happiness at all; that we must seek 
the general happiness without reference to our own. Mill 
virtually admits this, yet he cannot frankly surrender the 
implication that our own happiness is even then the true 
motive-force; he can admit no Aeoretic sanction for altruism 
except that it does produce the highest happiness. Never- 
theless, in so far as he virtually abandoned his own position 
he had left Bentham behind, and crossed the frontier into 
religion. He stopped, indeed, at the command to love our 
neighbour as ourselves, and never admitted the dependence 
of this obligation on the first commandment — to love God 
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with heart, soul, mind and strength. But he knew that 
altruism must be taught as a religion, and not dangled before 
one’s eyes as a more enchanting kind of pleasure. 

It must be taught as a religion, but as the Religion of 
Humanity, not as Christianity. The morality ‘which educa- 
tion and opinion have consecrated is the only one which 
presents itself to the mind with the feeling of being in itself 
obligatory’; therefore, we may hope that some day, if our 
solidarity with mankind be taught as a religion, and the 
whole force of education and opinion directed towards foster- 
ing it, ‘the feeling of unity with our fellow-creatures shall be 
(what it cannot be denied Christ intended it to be) as deeply 
rooted in our character, and to our own consciousness as 
completely a part of our nature, as the horror of crime is to 
an ordinarily well brought up young person’. At this stage 
virtue would have become, what Mill admits it should be 
even now, a habit\ virtuous acts, that is, should be performed 
without conscious reference to their pleasurableness. Once 
again he seems to have given his case away. To say that we 
ought to acquire virtuous habits without conscious regard 
to pleasure is to say all that a non-Utilitarian moralist could 
urge; Mill saves his position, however, by the subterfuge 
that virtue is only happy-making conduct masquerading as 
something else. However, now that the argument has led 
up to the need for a religion, it seems ungracious to criticize 
Mill for offering us the wrong one; the remarkable thing is 
that he should offer us any religion at all. Further discussion 
at this point would no longer be about Utilitarianism; it 
would turn into a comparison between Christianity and the 
Religion of Humanity, or at least, between religion and 
humanism. This is to be considered in the next section, so 
here it must suffice to add one last comment. If I have been 
properly brought up, then, on Mill’s principles, I may have 
the feeling that I must do what will make my fellows happy, 
hut this sense of obligation will be conceived, not as a duty 
to God, but as a duty to mankind. One is reluctant to un- 
settle anybody’s simple faith, but the sceptical Christian may 
feel bound to ask : is human nature really such as to be able 
to feel this overwhelming duty to make others happy— or, 
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if to feel it, then to face all the ardours, discomforts, fatigues, 
isolations, committee-meetings and other martyrdoms of a 
life so devoted — ^to do all this, without the incentive known 
as ‘love of God’ ? Such people there undoubtedly are — Mill 
was one of them — and they deserve all homage and praise. 
But they are rare, and I suspect that most even of these are 
really moved by energies springing from a source which was 
formerly religious, either in themselves or in their fathers or 
forefathers, and which is still religious in them also, except 
in name. It has been said that even if the character of the 
Deity were utilitarian — ^that is, as approving or willing what 
makes happy — yet the character of man is not so. We cannot 
love our fellows much unless we love God more. 


VI. T/if'ee Essays on Religion: 


I. 


2 . 

3 - 


NATURE 

THE UTILITY OF RELIGION 
THEISM, 1868-70 


1850-58 


These three Essays appeared posthumously (1874), and 
Helen Taylor, in introducing them, explains that the first 
two were written before Mill could have read Darwin and 
Maine, and that the third, which was ‘ the last considerable 
work which he completed’, represents, though in an unre- 
vised form, ‘ the carefully balanced result of the deliberations 
of a lifetime’. From every point of view the Essays are of 
quite outstanding importance and interest ; from that of the 
present discussion they are of palmary significance, be- 
cause they reveal, with unmistakable clarity and even pathos, 
the final impotence of Mill’s system of thought. Thomas 
Hardy once said that if there had really been a God, he 
believed he would have found Him; Mill, who might have 
said the same, is here seen in the last contortions of his life- 
long research, seeking for God with his earnest, exemplary 
face turned persistently in the wrong direction, and even 
finding a ghostly image which was sufficiently God-Hke 
to alarm one of his agnostic disciples Qohn Morley). All 
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through his life, like some ungifted Moses, he had tried to 
strike water out of dry roclK — altruism out of self-love, 
liberty out of bondage — and now here, in culminating frus- 
tration, he tries to draw faith out of reason. The rod taps 
and taps ; the rock yields no drop ; while — hidden from his 
short-sighted eyes — ^the spring bubbles up close at his back. 
If any proof were needed of St Paul’s proposition that by 
wisdom (reasoning) no man finds God, here is an admirable 
one. Yet Mill’s strength was perfected in weakness, for, 
precisely by overworking his intellectual machine, he showed 
that he was not finally enslaved to it. 

It were to be expected that in these Essays, where Mill 
comes to grips with all that Bentham and James Mill had 
taught him to regard as unprovable, fictitious and trans- 
cendental, the effect of his upbringing would be strikingly 
evident. His aversion from orthodox and organized Christ- 
ianity was deeply rooted in the hard, eighteenth century 
subsoil of his mind. He speaks here throughout with that 
wintry, passionless precision which is the very expression of 
his face in the well-known portrait. Much as he may have 
learned from Coleridge and Comte in the field of historical 
philosophy, he seems, in writing of religion, to have advanced 
little beyond Hume; Romanticism, with all its deepened 
apprehension of the numinous, not to mention the Oxford 
Movement, with its recovery of faith, are as though they 
had never been. Religion, treated as though it were a col- 
lection of propositions, is brought before the old critical 
tribunals, and found wanting by the old ‘scientific’ tests. 
Orthodox religion is here rejected, partly indeed for moral 
reasons, partly because the Church is supposed to be the 
home of social privilege and mental darkness, but chiefly 
because it is not intellectually demonstrable. 

I. NATURE 

In the first Essay it is Mill’s purpose to examine how far 
the old watchword of naturam sequi, which had been re- 
afiirmed with new conviction by Rousseau, Wordsworth and 
the laissez-faire economists, is valid as an ethical principle. 
What ‘nature’ is it that we are invited to follow.? First we 
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must examine the meaning of this highly ambiguous term. 
Mill distinguishes two main meanings: (i) ‘all the powers 
existing in either the outer or the inner world and every- 
thing which takes place by means of those powers’; and 
(ii) ‘what takes place without the agency, or without the 
voluntary and intentional agency, of man’. Now human 
action, he argues, cannot help conforming to Nature in the 
first sense, while on the other hand its very aim and object, 
its raison d'itre^ is to alter and improve Nature in the second 
sense. If the ‘ artificial ’, that is, all the arts and techniques of 
civilization, is not better than the ‘natural’, why do we culti- 
vate the garden.? why dig, plough, build, or wear clothes.? 
Though this is generally admitted, and within certain limits 
always acted upon, there yet remains a stubborn, unanalysed 
notion that Nature is God’s work, and therefore perfect — 
a model for us to imitate; a notion, moreover, that it is 
impious to interfere with it, or attempt to control it — at any 
rate in new and unfamiliar ways. I have already stated my 
impression that Mill himself, in his plea for wild, unculti- 
vated tracts, and still more in his passion for individual 
liberty and his suspicion of the State, was unconsciously 
influenced by this notion (as most men were then, and some 
still are). Yet religion itself, he goes on, teaches ‘that the 
paramount duty of mankind upon earth is to amend himself’, 
and 

‘all but monkish quietists have annexed to this in their inmost 
minds (though seldom willing to enunciate the obligation with the 
same clearness) the additional religious duty of amending the world, 
and not solely the human part of it but the material; the order of 
physical nature.’ ^ 

It is the old dilemma of Candide: ‘the best of all possible 
worlds’ versus ‘we must cultivate the garden’. 

Next Mill turns his lack-lustre eye upon the aforesaid 
order of physical Nature, and finds that although the spec- 
tacle is vast, even sublime and awe-inspiring, yet it is non- 
moral through and through. What strikes every unflinching 


1 Three Essays, 1874, p. 36. 
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observer, he says, is the ‘perfect and absolute recklessness’ 
of natural forces : 

‘Nearly all the things which men are hanged or imprisoned for 
doing to one another, are nature’s every day performances’ — 

killing her creatures, as she does, by storm, earthquake, 
hunger, cold or disease, and that with ‘ the most supercilious 
disregard both of mercy and of justice, emptying her shafts 
upon the best and noblest indifferently with the meanest and 
worst’. Mill rises in these paragraphs to unusual heights of 
rancorous eloquence; here, under cover of an attack on 
‘Nature’, he could give vent at once to his moral passion, 
his pessimism and his contempt for those who would have 
us reverence all these evils as a ‘mystery’. The conclusion is 
that ‘ it cannot be religious or moral to guide our actions by 
the analogy of the course of nature’. What, then, are the 
theological implications of all this.? Either that God wills 
misery, or that He is not omnipotent: 

‘Not even on the most distorted and contracted theory of good 
which ever was framed by religious or philosophical fanaticism, can 
the government of Nature be made to resemble the work of a 
being at once good and omnipotent.’ 

Mill now turns the attack upon the ‘Rousseauist’ theory 
of the natural goodness of man. Some hold that the im- 
pulsive, instinctive elements in human nature — ^those parts 
of it, that is, in which deliberate choice and contrivance are 
least influential, are the most ‘natural’, and therefore the 
most divine. Natural, perhaps, and so much the less divine: 

‘The result is the vein of sentiment so common in the modern 
world . . . which exalts instinct at the expense of reason.’ 

Mill counters this by asserting that ‘nearly every respectable 
attribute of humanity is the result, not of instinct, but of 
victory over instinct’; the virtues are ‘repugnant to the 
untutored feelings of human nature’. Take the simple case 
of cleanliness: ‘can anything be more entirely artificial?’ 
Children, and the lower classes of most countries (presum- 
ably the most ‘natural’ of mortals) ‘seem to be actually fond 
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of dirt’. Or take the social virtues; selfishness is the ‘natural’ 
thing; self-control and altruism have to be learnt and 
acquired. ‘Savages are always liars’; veracity too, then, 
comes by training. It is only through cultivation that virtue 
becomes second nature, stronger even than the first. True, 
the germs of virtue must have been present from the start, 
but left to themselves they would have been smothered by 
the weeds which grow so rankly and luxuriantly — so much 
more ‘natural’ are the vicious tares than the virtuous wheat 
(yet Mill frowns upon the Christians for believing that man 
is by nature wicked). We must, then, amend our own 
natures as resolutely as we must amend outward circum- 
stances. ‘Conformity to nature’ has ‘no connexion whatever 
with right or wrong’; the scheme of Nature was evidently 
not the work of a good and omnipotent utilitarian Creator, 
aiming at the good of human or other sentient beings ; 

‘Whatsoever, in nature, gives indication of beneficent design, 
proves this beneficence to be armed only with limited power; and 
the duty of man is to co-operate with the beneficent powers, not 
by imitating but by perpetually striving to amend the course of 
nature — and bringing that part of it over which we can exercise 
control, more nearly into conformity with a high standard of 
justice and goodness.’ ^ 

Out of the innumerable possible comments suggested by 
all this, I will make only two. The first is that man, with his 
moral standards whereby he judges Nature, is himself a pro- 
duct of Nature, and any picture which denigrates her by 
abstracting man and setting him up in antithesis to her is 
necessarily a falsification. The true, the whole portrait, in- 
cludes morality because it includes man. The alternative 
view, namely, that man is a supernatural intruder, though it 
might leave Mill’s picture intact, would so change the 
perspectives that it would no longer be true for him. 

The second comment (I am purposely avoiding theology 
here) is that when all has been said, and rightly said, about 
altering, amending and improving Nature, there still remains 
a sediment of truth in the old idea that she is to be rever- 

Ibid., p. 65. 
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enced. Else why should Mill long for a few ‘ flowery wastes’, 
a few undomesticated quadrupeds and birds — in a word, a 
few evidences of ‘the spontaneous activity of nature’ \ in his 
‘stationary’ Utopia? Why should he hold that ‘leaving 
people to themselves is always better, ceteris -paribus, than 
controlling them’ 2? It has been shown again and again that 
the contriving mind may go astray, may murder to dissect; 
that instinct may be wise where intellect is foolish; that in 
conscious meddling we may destroy the sources of life itself. 
In using our prerogatives as Nature’s grown-up children, we 
must not disfigure our parent; or, to change the metaphor, 
we may conquer her, but feel our captive’s charms. 

2. THE UTILITY OF RELIGION 

‘The duty of man is to co-operate with the beneficent 
powers ... by perpetually striving’, etc.: but the question 
next arises, may not religion be needed in order to instil into 
us the sense of this urgent necessity? Without it, shall we 
greatly care to strive perpetually, with so severe, so earnest 
an air, to realize these lofty ideals of justice and goodness ? 
Whence come the ideals themselves? In the second Essay, 
then. Mill sets himself to consider the ‘utility’ of religion. 

Formerly, we used to hear a great deal about the ‘truth’ 
of religion; now, in this ‘age of weak beliefs’, the ground 
has been shifted to its ‘usefulness’. Perhaps religion is false, 
but then perhaps it is still useful. Nowadays men’s beliefs 
are mostly the product of wishful thinking, and not of 
testing the evidence. It is time to consider 

‘whether all this straining to prop up beliefs which require so great 
an expense of intellectual toil and ingenuity to keep them standing, 
yields any sufficient return in human well being’. 

Religion, of course, ‘may be morally useful without being 
intellectually sustainable’; can its moral usefulness be made 
available without its dogmas ? First, Mill urges that morality, 
of which we stand in such admitted need, has traditionally 
been taught as part of religion, and religion has thus enjoyed 

* Cf. above, p. 160. ® Cf. above, p. 168. 
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all the credit for it. But is this a necessary connexion? 
Authority, education and public opinion are all-powerful 
influences; almost any desired result can be obtained by 
means of them, without supernatural sanctions. Early re- 
ligious teaching, he concludes, ‘has owed its power over 
mankind rather to its being early than to its being religious’. 
Primitive men, indeed, would believe no scientific or moral 
truth unless they deemed it supernaturally imparted or 
attested, but with more advanced intellects it is otherwise. 
Shall we now give up the most undoubted moral truths 
because we believe them to have ‘no higher origin than wise 
and noble human hearts’ ? No doubt Mill here remembered 
Comte; remembered that we are now in the third, the 
‘positive’ stage of development, and that theology is super- 
seded ‘for all minds at the level of their age’.^ Christianity — 
in the sense of the moral precepts of Jesus — holds up a noble 
and lofty ideal, and we shall not give this up simply because 
we have outgrown Christian doctrine. 

Religion, and poetry, are both natural, if pathetic, attempts 
to penetrate the unknown by means of imagination ; religion 
is the outcome of our craving for certain knowledge of what 
we can never certainly know. But we can gain all the elevated 
sentiment, all the inspiration we need, by trying to idealize 
and perfect this earthly life. Man (he repeats the old slogan) 
is capable of indefinite improvement, and we shall find 
enough, and more than enough, to engage our highest 
powers in working towards this end. While immersed in the 
task, we may indeed legitimately support ourselves by the 
idea that (note the juxtapositions) ‘ Socrates, or Howard, or 
Washington, or Antoninus, or Christ, would have sym- 
pathized with us ’ ; this has been and still may be a wonderful 
incentive to high endeavour. 

‘The essence of religion is the strong and earnest direction of the 
emotions and desires towards an ideal object, recognized as one of 
the highest excellence, and as rightfully paramount over all selfish 
objects of desire. This condition is fulfilled by the Religion of 
Humanity in as eminent a degree, and in as high a sense, as by the 


1 Quoted Whittaker, op. cit., ch. iii. 
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CHAPTER VII 


AUGUSTE COMTE 


I. The Philosophie Positive 

W ^HO now reads Auguste Comte? Yet this is 
how G. H. Lewes salutes the Philosophie Positive 
(1830-42): 

‘A new era has dawned. For the first time in history an 
explanation of the World, Society and Man is presented which is 
thoroughly homogeneous, and at the same time thoroughly in 
accordance with accurate knowledge.’ ^ 

Never since Bacon’s Great Instauration had any thinker 
announced the final triumph of truth over error in such 
ringing tones of jubilation as we hear in Comte, and in the 
acclamation of his disciples. ‘A new era has dawned’; the 
mists of ignorance and delusion have dispersed, and the sun 
of Truth will henceforth pour upon us, in an endless day of 
the spirit, its unimpeded light. Why then has the Comtean 
sun been so soon and so thoroughly eclipsed ? A number of 
causes might be suggested : the verbosity and boring redun- 
dancy of his works, his conceit, his excessive love of ‘system’ 
— leading in his later phases to something like monomania, 
and his reactionary propensities, which antagonized his own 
admirers. Above all he was eclipsed by Marx, who also 
spoke as one having authority, and whose doctrines, unlike 
Comte’s, could serve immediately as the platform of a 
political party. Comte was a far more comprehensive thinker 
than Marx, but he left unanswered the great immediate ques- 
tion ‘where do we go from hereV, and so his colossal effort 
proved an Icarus-flight. Of his Politique., for instance, Lewes 
can write that there are no traces of insanity in it, as some 
had thought, and that he can now read it without disapproval 
as a Utopia. For the purposes of our present studies, how- 
ever, the very causes which made Comte suspect to Mill, to 

* History of Philosophy from Thales to Comte (jth ed., 1880), vol. ii, p. 690. 
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Lewes or to John Morley are those which render him a 
figure of salient and symbolic interest. For he alone, of those 
whose initial momentum came from the French Revolution, 
could ride with equal confidence the ensuing wave of re- 
action, and then, rising above the contemporary confusion, 
could reconcile conflicting tendencies in a new synthesis, 
combining much that was best in the past and in the present. 
He alone, of all the world-betterers and clean-sweepers, saw 
clearly that the new world must have a religion, and, since 
according to his philosophy the old one was necessarily dead, 
set himself to found a new one. It was this attempt above all 
which ruined his prestige; the materialists and infidels 
thought him crazy, and the orthodox thought him a blas- 
phemous impostor. Nevertheless it is precisely this attempt 
(whatever we may think of the Positive ‘ Religion ’ as such) 
which makes it possible to regard Comte as the central figure 
of his century — of the century whose special problem was 
the reconciling of destruction with reconstruction, negation 
with affirmation, science with religion, the head with the 
heart, the past with the present, order with progress. My 
account of him will pretend to no completeness; it is in- 
tended mainly as an introduction to the study of some 
English writers (George Eliot in particular) who were either 
actually influenced by him, or whose intellectual trend was 
in the same direction. Comte is, in a sense, the century in 
epitome, so that to study him is to find the clue to much that 
the Zeitgeist, in a less systematic way, was doing through 
other minds and in other countries. 

Comte may be regarded as a nineteenth century School- 
man, and his system as a Summa based, not on dogmatic 
theology, but on dogmatic science. He aimed at a systematic 
unification of all known truth on the basis of scientific 
method, and his proudest claim was to have completed the 
synthesis by extending this method to the fields of History, 
Politics and Morals, and thereby creating the new science 
of Sociology. First he constructs a hierarchy of the sciences in 
a dependent series, beginning with Mathematics, and pro- 
ceeding through Astronomy, Physics and Chemistry to 
Biology (ending with Cerebral Physiology), and so on to 
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Sociology. His claim to have made Sociology for the first 
time a ‘positive’ science brings us to his most celebrated 
‘discovery’, the Loi des Trots Etats, or the law of the three 
necessary stages in the evolution of human opinion, and so 
of society: he calls this ‘my discovery of the law of human 
development’. The three stages, as mentioned above, are 
the Theological, the Metaphysical and the Positive. In the 
Theological, natural phenomena are ascribed to the volitions 
of supernatural beings, political events are attributed to pro- 
vidential superintendence, and governors are held to rule by 
divine right. In the Metaphysical stage, supernatural power 
is superseded by abstract ‘principles’ or ‘forces’; ‘Nature’ 
replaces ‘God’; political power is now based on natural 
right and popular sovereignty. In the Positive stage, the 
metaphysical entities have followed the gods into twilight. 
Forswearing as fruitless all enquiries into first or final causes, 
men now explain all facts in relation simply to each other, 
and in relation to more general facts, and social phenomena 
are studied in exactly the same way as those of chemistry or 
physics. J. H. Bridges illustrates the three stages as follows: 

‘Take the phenomenon of the sleep produced by opium. The 
Arabs are content to attribute it to the “will of God’’. Molifere’s 
medical student accounts for it by a soporific principle contained in 
the opium. The modern physiologist knows that he cannot account 
for it at all. He can simply observe, analyse and experiment upon 
the phenomena attending the action of the drug, and classify it with 
other agents analogous in character.’ ^ 

It was the aim of the Positive Philosophy to hasten the advent 
of the third stage in Europe by bringing Sociology within 
the same homogeneous system as the sciences which had 
already become positive (including Biology, which itself had 
only just reached that stage). 

‘This, then, is the Positive Philosophy’, says G. H. Lewes, ‘the 
extension to all investigations of those methods which have been 
proved successful in the physical sciences — the transformation of 
Science into Philosophy — the condensation of all knowledge into a 

^ Quoted by J. Morley in Encycl. Brit,, art. on Comte (nth ed.). 
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homogeneous body of doctrine, capable of supplying a Faith and 
consequently a Polity.’ 

Positivism must rule the future; there can be no doubt of 
that. It is true that the quest for first and final causes is aban- 
doned, but it was always a hopeless quest; ‘ it is no use asking 
for better bread than can be made of wheat’ \ and philosophy 
must simply give up such pretensions. The theological and 
metaphysical modes of thought are ‘unfit for modern use’. 

But Comte, like Marx in this respect, is no mere systematic 
‘explainer’ of phenomena; he wants above all to change the 
world. Far more than Mill, he is a ‘ reformer of thought for 
the sake of action ’ . ‘ The theological base of the old “ organic ” 
order as it stood having been irrevocably destroyed by criti- 
cism, the problem is to find for the new order a positive base 
that shall be indestructible by criticism because it is per- 
fectly rational.’ ® Applying to social development the con- 
ception of an unvarying law of consequences (derived from 
the physical sciences), Comte sees in the contemporary situa- 
tion an intellectual and moral anarchy caused by the des- 
truction of the ‘theological’ by the ‘metaphysical’. This 
crisis can only be ended by a mighty constructive effort, in a 
word, by the emergence of Positivism. Of this transitional 
chaos the type-example, for Comte, was the French Revolu- 
tion, but in his view the ‘metaphysical’ (or ‘critical’) phase 
began with Protestantism, and had been corroding the 
‘theological’ ever since. His insight seems to me to appear 
conspicuously in his exposure of the transitory (shall we say 
‘dialectical’) character of the Revolutionary programme. 
The Revolution appealed to principles which were necessarily 
invoked in order to destroy the old regime, but which, 
erected into dogmas, have themselves become obstructive to 
true progress. For example, there was (i) ‘Liberty’: yes! 
liberty from theological fetters certainly, but not liberty now 
and henceforth to think and do as we like! What is now 
needed is control : control by the few select minds (cf. Mill’s 
‘highly gifted and instructed One or Few’), which alone can 

* op. cit; p. 733 (second italics mine). 

= Ibid. ® Whittaker, op. tit., p. 40. 
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grasp the true laws of sociology. There was (ii) ‘Nationality’ : 
this principle was necessary enough as an inspiration to the 
peoples engaged in the struggle against Napoleon, but its 
persistent survival has dragged Europe into reaction and 
international chaos. Or (iii) ‘Popular Sovereignty’: an 
advance on ‘divine right’ admittedly, but it leads now to 
‘careerism’ and corruption. Moreover, being in antagonism 
to a bad old order, the Revolution represented all political 
authority as bad, and tried to reduce it to a mere police-force, 
(iv) ‘Freedom of Enquiry’: admirable — how else could my 
present work have been produced.'* But ‘social order must 
ever be incompatible with a perpetual discussion of the 
foundations of society’ ^ — a remark which indicates a point 
of cleavage between Comte and Mill, (v) ‘Equality’: but 
men are not equal. 

At present, then, we are living uncomfortably wedged 
between two decaying systems (for the ‘ theological ’ has only 
been scotched, not destroyed); during their unconscionably 
protracted decline they maintain an uneasy equilibrium by 
mutual antagonism, the reactionary party idealizing the past 
and the revolutionaries despising it. The historic r6le of the 
‘metaphysical’ doctrine was 

‘to break up a system which, having directed the early growth of the 
human mind and society, tended to protract that infantile period: 
and thus, the political triumph of the metaphysical school was a 
necessary preparation for the advent of the positive school, for 
which the task is exclusively reserved of terminating the revolu- 
tionary period by the formation of a system uniting Order with 
Progress.'' ^ 

The Positive Philosophy will transcend the old antithesis; it 
will unite past and present into a harmonious whole, recog- 
nizing ‘ the fundamental law of continuous human develop- 
ment’, and seeing ‘the existing evolution as the necessary 
result of 

the gradual series of former transformations, by simply extending 

^ For this whole passage cf. Harriet Martineau’s translation of the PhihsofMe 
(1875 ed.), vol. ii, bk. 6, i. 

* Ibid., p. 9 (my italics). 
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to social phenomena the spirit which governs the treatment of all 
other natural phenomena.’ 

Comte’s desire to terminate anarchy and build a New Order 
may seem to classify him, for good or ill, as a forerunner of 
the anti-liberal doctrines of our own time. In a broad sense 
this is true, but his ‘Utopia’, as we shall see, resembled the 
mediaeval order rather than any of our modern dictatorships. 
His call for the surrender of the ‘vagabond liberty of 
individual minds’ has, to English ears, an unpleasantly 
authoritarian ring; we can picture Mill’s disapproval when 
he read that 

‘the requisite Convergence of die best minds cannot be obtained 
without the voluntary renunciation, on the part of most of them, 
of their sovereign rights of free enquiry, which they will doubtless 
be willing to abdicate, as soon as they have found organs worthy 
to exercise appropriately their vain provisional supremacy.’ ^ 

It was, in fa.ct^ Comte’s passion for unity and system, his 
desire to direct all social forces to some one end, that Mill 
instinctively suspected.® Indeed, to pass from Comte to Mill 
is to leave the Continental Autobahn for the winding Eng- 
lish lanes. We notice, without surprise, that Comte dis- 
approved of England; this intellectual Napoleon found, to 
his annoyance, that England remained outside the Con- 
tinental System, and almost upset his classifications. He had 
to invent a new sub-stage to account for England ; we have 
never, in this island, shown the correct antithesis between 
the theological and metaphysical phases : we have only had, 
instead. The British Constitution. Comte’s scathing language 
on this theme expresses his disgust at our non-compliance 
with his clear-cut sequences ; the British Constitution is only 
an accidental product of peculiar insular-Protestant con- 
ditions, and is inapplicable to any European state. He hated 
Protestantism as much as England, and for similar reasons: 
both stood for a compromise which, in so far as it worked 

^ Ibid., pp. 25-6. 

See his letter to Gustave d’Eichtal, Oct. 8, 1829, quoted von Hayek, op. cit. 
(Introd.), 
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successfully, spoilt the symmetry of his historical theory. 
England, he says elsewhere, is worse than Venice in its 
national selfishness and organized hypocrisy; what a good 
thing, he adds, that Protestantism was not universally 
adopted ! for then it might have been deemed a satisfactory 
solution of the issue.^ 

All previous attempts at Sociology, from Aristotle to Con- 
dorcet, had left it a pseudo-science, bearing the same relation 
to true science as alchemy to chemistry; it was a mere blend 
of theological-metaphysical notions and ‘absolutes’. States- 
men and politicians still imagine that social phenomena can 
be modified at will as by some philosopher’s stone: 

‘Banished for ever from all other classes of speculation, in 
principle at least, the old philosophies now prevail in social science 
alone; and it is from this domain that they have to be excluded, by 
the conception of the social movement being subject to invariable 
natural laws, instead of to any will whatever.’ ® 

Political action may help processes already at work, but no 
more; it cannot alter the main trends, which are fixed by 
natural laws. Statesmen who think they are ‘altering’ these 
trends are themselves only puppets of the Immanent Will 
(Comte would have been horrified by Hardy’s phrase, yet it 
is hard to see how his ‘invariable natural laws’ differ from 
such a ‘metaphysical’ notion). ‘Great men’ arc far less im- 
portant than ‘Trends’ — hence the frequency with which 
several hit on the same discovery at about the same time ; it 
would have been made by someone else if none of them had 
lived. Comte thought it indisputable that ‘development’ 
(‘social dynamics’) has been accompanied by ‘improve- 
ment’, and cites Lamarck’s authority for the effect of con- 
tinual exercise in producing, in any animal, and especially 
in Man, an organic improvement transmissible to offspring. 
He also thought it indisputable (alas, the nineteenth century 1) 
that ‘the gradual development of humanity favours a grow- 
ing preponderance of the noblest tendencies of our nature’. 

^ Catechism of Positive Religion, trans. by Richard Congreve (1858)9 Conclusion, 
^ H. Martineauj op, cit., p. 70. 
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II. The Politique Positive and ‘ The Religion of 
Humanity’ 

During the ten years between the completion of the Court 
de Philosophie Positive (1842) and the appearance of the first 
volume of the Systeme de Politique Positive (1852), Comte 
underwent what has been called a ‘mental revolution’. Cer- 
tainly he was then transformed from a philosopher into a 
pontiff-, but it is probable that the ‘break’ has been exag- 
gerated by those of his admirers who disliked the transition. 
There was in fact no real break; the elements of his ‘polity’ 
and ‘ religion ’ are present already in his earlier writings. Two 
great emotional crises at this time unquestionably gave to his 
later thinking an authority and conviction it might otherwise 
have lacked: in 1842 he was separated from his wife, with 
whom he had been unhappy from the year of their marriage 
(1825), and in 1845 he met and fell Dantesquely in love 
with Clotilde de Vaux, ‘a lady whose husband had been 
sentenced to the galleys for life’. We know little of her 
beyond what he has told us, but that is all we need to know. 
His language about her far exceeds in exaltation, though it 
inevitably recalls, that of Mill about Mrs Taylor (who is 
described in the Autobiography as ‘greatly the superior’ of 
both Carlyle and Mill himself — ‘more a poet than he, and 
more a thinker than I’). Clotilde was the ‘incomparable 
angel’ who, after his long years of intellectual strain and 
unsatisfied affection, at last brought him ‘ new birth’. ‘Above 
all women that I have read of in the past, have seen in the 
present, or can conceive in the future’, she was Beatrice to 
his Dante (his own parallel). However, he is anxious to show 
that this vita nuova completed, without contradicting, all 
his previous efforts. Speaking of the unity and continuity of 
his career,! he says that his object throughout has been to 
elaborate ‘a sound Philosophy, capable of supplying the 
foundation of true Religion’ — this has been, indeed, ‘the 
exceptional part assigned to me by the evolution of Hum- 
anity’. In his ‘first life’ he had to lay the speculative founda- 


1 Pref. to vol. i of the Politique (1851), trans. by J. H. Bridges, 1875. 
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tions, and show the superiority of Positivism over all theology, 
but in his new life, and in the present treatise, 

‘where the moral excellence of true Religion is illustrated, Feeling 
takes the first place. The disastrom revolt of Reason against Feeling 
will never be terminated till the new W estern priesthood can fully 
satisfy the claims of modem Intellect. But this being done, moral 
requirements at once reassume the place that belongs to them-, since in 
the construction of a really complete synthesis, Love is naturally 
the one universal principle’ [my italics]. 

This ‘proved religion’ shows itself ‘capable of superseding 
Revealed Religion at all points.’ (We may note in passing, 
as an indication of Comte’s exalted mood, that this Preface 
is dated — in accordance with the Positivist Calendar — ‘23 
Aristotle, 63’: i.e. 63 years since 1788, = 20 March 
1851). 

Comte was granted only one annus mirabilis : in a twelve- 
month Clotilde died. But his chaste and devout affection 
lived on, and ‘the remainder of his life was a perpetual hymn 
to her memory’. He settled down to a daily routine of 
monastic simplicity and concentration, rising each morning 
at 5 for prayer, and devoting the day, until 7 p.m., to medita- 
tion and writing, with intervals for the reading of the Imita- 
tion of Christ, Dante and Homer. In the evenings, from 7 
till 9, and on Sunday afternoons, he would receive visitors ; 
on Wednesday afternoons he visited the tomb of Clotilde. 
The days were rounded off with prayer, and bed at 10. 

‘Love, then, is our principle; Order our basis; and Progress 
our end.’ 

Comte’s religion has been described as ‘ Catholicism minus 
Christianity’, or alternatively, ‘Catholicism plus Science’, 
and these phrases may serve to emphasize the synthetic and 
unifying power of Comte’s mind, whereby he was able, much 
more fully than Mill or Carlyle, to reconcile the conflicting 
forces of his century, blending ‘progress’ with ‘order’, 
science with religion, and ‘the march of mind’ with the 
spirit of the Middle Ages. Condorcet and De Maistre 
coalesce in Comte. As revolutionary he proclaims the death 
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of the old theological and metaphysical regimes ; as counter- 
revolutionary he sees that, though errors must be swept away, 
there was in the old order ‘something more noble and beauti- 
ful than that which seemed to be taking its place ’d The 
Middle Ages had the right structure and aims, but false 
beliefs •, the modern world has the right beliefs but no struc- 
ture or sense of direction : the solution is, then, to unite the 
new truth with the old order. This is what Comte attempts 
to do in the Politique.^ and in the foundation of the Religion of 
Humanity.2 

First, having allowed the intellect the most all-embracing 
freedom and scope in the philosophical field, he now acknow- 
ledges the supremacy of the affections over the ‘head’; 
‘ greater distinctness ’, as he puts it, ‘ is given to the truth that 
the affective element predominates in our nature’. Positivism 
now turns to the task of devising ‘a system which regulates 
the whole course of our private and public existence, by 
bringing Feeling, Reason and Activity into permanent har- 
mony’. The positive spirit could not organize practical life 
‘until the science of Sociology had been formed; and this 
was done by my discovery of the law of historical develop- 
ment’. In future, the grand principle will be the subordina- 
tion of all thought, all intellect, to the moral principle ; men 
of science will become philosophers, and philosophers 
‘Priests’. Life thus becomes ‘a continuous and intense act 
of worship’. The grand aims, to which all effort is now to be 
directed, are the amelioration of the order of Nature where 
that order is at once most imperfect and most modifiable, 
i.e. human society; and the triumph of social feeling (altru- 
ism) over self-love : ‘ Live for Others ’ becomes the great, the 
only really human, maxim. In the Middle Ages Christianity 
and Chivalry attempted these tasks: moral progress was then 
the aim, and Politics were subordinate to Morals ; the Posi- 
tive Religion which supersedes Christianity, however, com- 
prises all that was wise and true in the ‘partial’ or ‘special’ 


1 Whittaker, o^. cit., p. 63. 

- The ensuing summary is based on (a) ch. vi of the General f'tew of Positmsm, 
prefixed to vol. i of the Pohitque (1851), trans. by Bridges; (6) The Catechism of 
Positive Pelican, trans. by Richard Congreve (1858). 
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religions, without the associated errors and superstitions. It 
recognizes that natural laws, unlike the Fate of polytheism, 
the divine will of theism, or the ‘necessity’ of metaphysics, 
are modifiable by man; man is indeed at once the product 
and the changer of his environment. He changes the real by 
developing it in accordance with its own laws. 

But (asks the Lady of the Priest in the Catechism), does 
the Positive Religion, perhaps, puff up the intellect and dry 
up the heart.? No, my daughter, the Priest (Comte) replies; 
on the contrary, it appeals to the heart through the great 
conception of Humanity^ or the Great Being. By this grand idea 
‘the conception of God will be entirely superseded’; here at 
last is the true object of worship, recognizable as real, yet 
demanding as much reverence and devoted service as any 
theological fiction. Hitherto men have worshipped imaginary 
beings, vainly endeavouring ‘ to see without them what had 
no existence but within’. Positivism, on the other hand, 
offers a new Divinity which, instead of subsisting in ‘solemn 
inaction’ like the old Supreme Being, is alive and present 
and dynamic, and which, moreover, depends for its very 
existence upon the love of its worshippers. ‘Humanity’ 
differs from all previous gods in its very need of our service, 
in the pathos of its appeal to us to preserve it and make it 
more god-like; in the Positive Religion alone, ‘the object of 
worship is a Being whose nature is relative, modifiable and 
perfectible’. It is in this way that by the new worship we 
are at the same time producing Progress, which is ‘the 
development of Order under the influence of Love’. Positiv- 
ism is superior to all former religions because it has an 
object which is ‘real’, because it satisfies the intellect as well 
as the heart, and because, instead of separating the life of 
action from the life of faith, it unifies them. Unlike Catholic- 
ism, it admits the existence of disinterested affection as a 
genuine fact of human nature; the triumph of altruism over 
egoism will really be possible when Positive education is 
brought into play, and when Industry — ^the modern counter- 
part of the military caste — has been disciplined as the mili- ■ 
tary have always been. Subordinating all things to morality,' 
it will embrace the Arts, as well as Philosophy and Politics. 
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Free from its theological fetters, Art will be able to follow 
spontaneously its natural vocation of ‘idealising real life’, 
and poetry will become the soul of worship. “The poet is 
now called to his true mission, which is to give beauty and 
grandeur to human life, by inspiring a deeper sense of our 
relation to Humanity.’ 

But while emphasizing the superiority of Positivism, 
Comte is anxious to show that it is the true successor of 
Catholicism; his admiration for the mediaeval effort is pro- 
found, and his hope is ‘ to renew that attempt upon a sounder 
basis, and with surer prospects of success’. Catholicism be- 
came hostile to the progress it had itself initiated, and the 
intellect fell into disharmony with the heart. Positivism over- 
comes this by its new Priesthood, who are to be the intel- 
lectual leaders as well as the moral guides of the new order, 
and by the consecration of science ‘ as the source from which 
the universal religion receives its principles’. Positivism 
accepts the mediaeval distinction between Temporal and 
Spiritual power, and the new Spiritual Power, the scientific 
Priesthood, will be kept distinct and separate from all 
political powers; it will exercise its influence over society 
mainly through the systematic control of education, as well 
as by the organization and maintenance of public worship 
and festivals. Its authority and prestige will be upheld — and 
here we come to a highly characteristic part of Comte’s 
teaching — by the influence of Women. At the break-up of 
the Middle Ages, the advance of pure intellect and the 
preoccupation with practical and material ends led to neg- 
lect of morality and a decline in love; throughout the period 
of modern anarchy, however, women have unconsciously 
preserved the best mediaeval traditions, and so have helped 
to save moral culture. With women, the ‘ consecration of the 
rational and imaginative faculties to the service of feeling 
has always existed spontaneously’, and now that the sub- 
ordination of intellect to heart has become the grand ruling 
principle, women will assume their rightful place of honour 
and veneration, lending their incomparable influence over 
private life to the support of the priestly educators. ‘ Human- 
ity’ itself, on the new symbolic Flag of Positivism, will be 
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depicted as a young mother, carrying her infant son; the 
worship of the Virgin Mary may thus prove another con- 
necting link between Catholicism and Positivism — the 
Virgin coming to be regarded as the personification of 
Humanity. 

In the new order, human effort replaces ‘Providence’; 
accepting the truths of science. Positivism teaches that ‘we 
must look to our own unremitting activity for the only pro- 
vidence by which the rigour of our destiny can be alleviated’. 
Heaven will not help us, so we must help ourselves. The 
new human Providence has four main sub-sections: Women 
are the Moral Providence, the Priesthood the Intellectual 
Providence, the Patriciate (capitalists) the Material, and the 
Proletariat the General. ‘ The people represent the activity of 
the Supreme Being, as women represent its sympathy, and 
philosophers its intellect,’ In an ideal order the spiritual 
power would suffice, and rank would correspond to merit; 
this ideal must ever be kept in view. But at present the 
social functions of rank and wealth must be recognized: 
‘that function is not to be destroyed, but to be improved 
and regulated’. The capitalists or Patriciate (and this is 
naturally pounced upon by Marxist critics when ‘unmask- 
ing’ Comte) are ‘the nutritive reservoirs, the social efficiency 
of which mainly depends on their being concentrated in few 
hands’. Only moral suasion must temper ‘their foolish and 
immoral pride’; if they resist, the spiritual power will con- 
demn them, and this excommunication, when supported by 
the workers of each city and ‘the women of every family’, 
would be ‘difficult to withstand’. Education will develop the 
realization that property involves social obligations not to be 
repudiated, and that labour is service, not to be fobbed off 
with money-payments and without ‘gratitude’. The philos- 
opher-priests, like the workers, are to have ‘as little to do 
with wealth as with government’; they will form a married 
but propertyless caste, not even inheriting wealth from their 
own families — though they will receive sufficient remunera- 
tion on a fixed scale: £,120 for ‘aspirants’, £ 2^0 for ‘vicars’, 
,^480 for ‘priests’, and for The High Priest (i.e. 

Comte and all succeeding popes). Women, as a virtual 
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priesthood, will also renounce property, together with inheri- 
tance and dowries ; they must have no jobs or career away 
from The Home. 

All these arrangements presuppose the reduction of the 
over-sized nation-states which arose after the collapse of the 
admirable mediaeval order — ^an order which he conceives as 
a voluntary union, founded on a common faith and a com- 
mon priesthood, between nations which possessed quite as 
much independence as they needed or desired. Europe, he 
forecasts, will become a vast confederation of small republics : 
France will break up into 17 before the end of the nine- 
teenth century; Ireland, and even Scotland and Wales, will 
separate from England (thus one item of the prophecy has 
not been falsified). This proliferation of small states will 
restore true patriotism by linking the family sentiment with 
love of ‘country’. The old revolutionists expected us to rise 
without a break from primitive self-love to universal bene- 
volence, but this soon degenerates into a ‘vague and barren 
philanthropy’; it is the home aflfections which most effect- 
ively temper the pride of intellect, and the positive polity 
and worship aim to develop these feelings. The new Western 
Republic, or federation, will have a common religious basis, 
a common priesthood, a common currency, weights and 
measures, but no political unity — though its spiritual centre 
will naturally tend to be Paris ; no one power will possess or 
seek hegemony. After the establishment of the Republic in 
France, the Positivist International Council will send out 
missionaries to rope in first the West, then Russia, then the 
Mohammedans, the Hindoos and even negroes. 

The cult of ‘ Sociolatry’ (Comte’s own term) is expressed 
and symbolized, and its necessary emotions fostered, by the 
private and public worship of the Religion of Humanity. 
Private worship (the foundation of Sociolatry) is based on 
‘the adoration of the best types we can find to personify 
Humanity’, that is, on the worship of Woman as the domes- 
tic goddess: the ‘Guardian Angels’ being Mother (venera- 
tion), Wife (attachment) and Daughter (Kindness). We 
virtually adore our own family circle (the feminine part of it 
■par excellence)^ and if our own family happens to be composed 
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of ‘bad elements’ we must simply ‘re-create it subjectively’. 
(On hearing this, the ‘Lady’ in the Positive Catechism says 
‘These remarks complete the subject’.) There is prayer on 
waking, at midday, and on retiring to rest — that is, invoca- 
tion of the angels. Prayer, as he wisely says, should not be 
‘asking for things’: ‘in prayer we identify ourselves more 
and more with the Being we adore’; in praying we should 
be loving, thinking and acting all at once. We may ‘aid our 
effusions ’, especially at midday, with ‘ a judicious choice of 
passages from the poets’ — ^and ‘none but great poets are of 
use’: the others do more harm than good. There are the 
nine ‘social sacraments’: Presentation (baptism); Initiation at 
the age of fourteen (confirmation), when the child passes 
into the hands of the priests to have its heart strengthened 
against its intellect; Admission at twenty-one, when he is 
authorized to serve Humanity; Destination at twenty-eight 
(choice of career, or ordination); Marriage (for men not 
before 28, for women 21); Maturity^ lasting twenty-one 
years; Retirement, at sixty-three; 'Transformation (extreme 
unction, but without the loneliness of the Catholics’ ‘ horrible 
ceremony’); and Incorporation, seven years after death 
(canonization). Positivist marriage involves ‘eternal widow- 
hood’ — there are no second marriages, and divorce is 
allowed only in cases like Clotilde’s. 

The Public Worship is based on the new Positivist Calen- 
dar which replaces the Church Calendar. In this worship 
Humanity (symbolized by Mother and Child) is adored in a 
series of four-week Festivals dedicated to the various funda- 
mental social relationships — ^marriage. Paternal and Filial, 
Fraternal, Master and Servant, etc. — and to the successive 
stages in the evolution of man; Fetichism, Polytheism and 
Monotheism (the latter subdivided into theocratic, catholic, 
Mohammedan and metaphysical). Amongst the long list of 
Positivist ‘saints’ St Paul appears, but not Christ. The Arts 
are called in to give the utmost ritual grandeur to these 
Static and Dynamic Festivals which will celebrate social 
order and progress. 

By all these and many other means of grace the grand 
conceptions of solidarity (living for others) and continuity 
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(living in the past and in the future) are kept ever-present 
before all minds, and the victory of the sympathetic feelings 
is assured. Comte assumes that science has settled the age- 
old controversy about human nature (its ‘goodness’ or ‘de- 
pravity’) by demonstrating the real existence of the altruistic 
instincts. Whereas theology always spoke as though we had 
none but bad passions, and no instincts of sympathy and 
benevolence. Gall the phrenologist has shown that there is 
an ‘organ’ of benevolence in the brain; moreover, the 
‘imaginary conflict between nature and grace’ is now (phre- 
nologically) superseded by the ‘real’ opposition between the 
posterior part of the brain — ^the seat of our personal in- 
stincts — and its anterior region, the seat both of our sym- 
pathetic impulses and of our intellectual faculties. ‘Such is 
the indestructible basis on which, as founder of Positive 
religion, I proceeded to construct my systematic theory of 
the brain and the soul’. 

And now (as Comte says at the end of the Catechism) 
‘Humanity definitively occupies the place of God', but — ^he 
graciously adds — ‘she does not forget the services which the 
idea of God provisionally rendered’. 

It is proper to mention, if only to forestall the malicious, 
that Comte was for three months of his life insane, following 
gross overwork and the shock of his unhappy marriage. But 
he had no other such collaose, and his work — even the 
Politique — is not the work of a madman, unless it be madness 
to be always serious, always on the stretch, and never to be 
visited by one qualm of irony or one glint of humour. He was 
a joyless, self-intoxicated doctrinaire, no doubt; he moved 
inexorably along mental tramlines, and so could never de- 
viate from his own groove enough to ask the fundamental, 
the damaging questions: can science be itself a philosophy.^ 
can we dispense with metaphysical enquiry? can we go on 
worshipping ourselves ? Yet tihe scope and nobility of his 
system, the profundity of his historical generalizations, and 
the wisdom of many of his doctrines, are undeniable, and we 
are still awaiting the Summa he adumbrates. We may fitly 
conclude this sketch by recalling, as a message of special 
importance for our time, his hope that Positivism, by linking 
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the social system with the sciences, would revitalize science 
itself and abolish barren specialization : 

‘Special studies carried on without regard for the encyclopaedic 
principles which determine the relative value of knowledge, and 
its bearing on human life, will soon be condemned by all men of 
right feeling and good sense.’ 
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CHAPTER. VIII 


GEORGE ELIOT: HENNELL, STRAUSS 
AND FEUERBACH 


I. Introductory 

W..H. MYERS, in an oft-quoted passage, has 
recorded a conversation with George Eliot at Cam- 
bridge in 1873, and I venture, on account of its 
high relevance, to quote it once again as a text for this 
chapter: 

‘I remember how, at Cambridge, I walked with her once in the 
Fellows’ Garden of Trinity, on an evening of rainy May; and she, 
stirred somewhat beyond her wont, and taking as her text the three 
words which have been used so often as the inspiring trumpet-calls 
of men, — the words God, Immortality, Duty, — pronounced, with 
terrible earnestness, how inconceivable was the first, how unbe- 
lievable the second, and yet how peremptory and absolute the third. 
Never, perhaps, have sterner accents affirmed the sovereignty of 
impersonal and unrecompensing Law. I listened, and night fell; 
her grave, majestic countenance turned towards me like a Sibyl’s 
in the gloom; it was as though she withdrew from my grasp, one 
by one, the two scrolls of promise, and left me the third scroll only, 
awful with inevitable fates. And when we stood at length and 
parted, amid that columnar circuit of the forest-trees, beneath the 
last twilight of starless skies, I seemed to be gazing, like Titus at 
Jerusalem, on vacant seats and empty halls, — on a sanctuary with 
no Presence to hallow it, and heaven left lonely of a God.’ ^ 

In the present book, which attempts to follow some of the 
main currants of thought and belief in nineteenth century 
England, George Eliot must needs occupy a central place. 
Probably no English writer of the time, and certainly no 
novelist, more fully epitomizes the century; her develop- 
ment is a paradigm, her intellectual biography a graph, of 
^ Essays — Modem (1883), pp. 268-9. 

204 



GEORGE ELIOT: HENNELL, STRAUSS, FEUERBACH 

its most decided trend. Starting from evangelical Christ- 
ianity, the curve passes through doubt to a reinterpreted 
Christ and a religion of humanity: beginning with God, it 
ends in Duty. George Eliot’s representative quality is due 
largely to her unique position, amongst imaginative writers, 
as a focus for the best (and the worst) that was being said 
and thought in her time, in Europe as well as at home. No 
one was more thoroughly abreast of the newest thought, the 
latest French or German theory, the last interpretations of 
dogma, the most up-to-date results in anthropology, medi- ' 
cine, biology or sociology; it is she who first translates 
Strauss’s Life of Jesus and Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity \ 
if a Mackay writes The Progress of the Intellect (1850), it is 
Miss Evans who must review it for the Westminster. She 
was the ,firstjgnglish writer to bring an intellect of that 
calibre to the service of fiction, and the wonder perhaps is 
that this preponderant cerebration did not devour her crea- 
tive instinct more completely than it did. But as with 
Wordsworth, whom she greatly reverenced and in some 
ways resembled, the heart in her was kept alive by the recol- 
lection of her early life, and of the scenes and people 
associated with the feelings of childhood. In a sense her 
early novels are her Prelude., that is, the means by which she 
pierced below the hard crust formed by the years of trans- 
lating, reviewing and mental overforcing, to me quickening 
beds of heartfelt memory which lay beneath. Having 
achieved this recovery of time past, she was then able to see 
in truer perspective the relations between advancing intellect 
and backward-yearning affections. From the very outset, 
however, she showed the instinct — which was deeply im- 
bedded in the consciousness of the century as a whole — to 
see both sides of any question : to tolerate the ordinary while 
admiring the ideal, to cling to the old while accepting the 
new, to retain the core of traditions while mentally criticizing 
their forms. She succeeded, better than J. S. Mill, in uniting 
what he described as the two main streams of the nineteenth 
century mind — its two kinds of one-sidedness — the Bentha- 
mite, which stands outside and tests all received opinions, 
and the Coleridgean', which tries from within to discover 
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what is true in them. We see this action and reaction going 
on both in her own life and in the novels. From the latter 
let us here take two preliminary examples — the first, signi- 
ficantly enough, from the very opening of her first fiction : 

‘Shepperton Church was a very different looking building five- 
and- twenty years ago. To be sure, its substantial stone tower looks 
at you through its intelligent eye, the clock, with the friendly ex- 
pression of former days; but in everything else what changes! Now 
there is a wide span of slated roof flanking the old steeple; the win- 
dows are tall and symmetrical, the outer doors are resplendent with 
oak-graining, the inner doors reverentially noiseless with a garment 
of red baize; and the walls, you are convinced, no lichen will ever 
again effect a settlement upon — ^they are smooth and innutrient as 
the summit of the Rev. Amos Barton’s head, after ten years of 
baldness and supererogatory soap. Pass through the baize doors and 
you will see the nave filled with well-shaped benches, understood 
to be free seats; while in certain eligible corners, less directly under 
the fire of the clergyman’s eye, there are pews reserved for the 
Shepperton gentility. Ample galleries are supported on iron pillars, 
and in one of them stands the crowning glory, the very clasp or 
aigrette of Shepperton church-adornment — namely, an organ, not 
very much out of repair, on which a collector of small rents, differ- 
entiated by the force of circumstances into an organist, will accom- 
pany the alacrity of your departure after the blessing, by a sacred 
minuet or an easy “Gloria”. 

‘Immense improvement! says the well-regulated mind, which 
unintermittingly rejoices in the New Police, the Tithe Commuta- 
tion Act, the penny post, and all guarantees of human advancement, 
and has no moments when conservative-reforming intellect does a 
little Toryism by the sly, revelling in regret that dear, old, brown, 
crumbling, picturesque inefficiency is everywhere giving place to 
spick-and-span new-painted, new-varnished efficiency, which will 
yield endless diagrams, plans, elevations, and sections, but alas! no 
picture. Mine, I fear, is not a well-regulated mind; it has an 
occasional tenderness for old abuses; it lingers with a certain fond- 
ness over the days of nasal clerks and top-booted parsons, and has a 
sigh for the departed shades of vulgar errors.’ ^ 

1 Scenes of Clerical Life, p. i. 
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The second illustration is from The Mill on the Floss : 

‘Very commonplace, even ugly, that furniture of our early home 
might look if it were put up to auction; an improved taste in uphol- 
stery scorns it; and is not the striving after something better and 
better in our surroundings, the grand characteristic that distinguishes 
man from the brute . . . ? But Heaven knows where that striving 
might lead us, if our affections had not a trick of twining round 
those old inferior things — if the loves and sanctities of our life had 
no deep immovable roots in memory.’ ^ 

In what follows I hope to suggest that this ‘conservative- 
reforming’ impulse was the leading motif life: that her 
lifelong quest, as it was Comte’s and the century’s, was for a 
reconcile ment between these opposites, a synthesw (as Comte 
would~sa^ “Between’fEe Static and "Dyhamic principleg, be- 
tween Order and Progress, Tradition and Enlightenmentj^ 
the heart and the head. In the foregoing chapter I have con- 
sidered Comte as at once a symbol and a producer of the 
intellectual climate of the mid-century — of that climate in 
which, after emerging from her provincial-evangelical chry- 
salis, George Eliot lived and moved. Though Comte made 
his impact upon her in due time (mainly, at first, through 
G. H. Lewes), this was not until the shape of her mind had 
already been formed in other moulds. I want now to con- 
sider three of these early formative influences, in the order in 
which they affected her; Charles Hennell, D. F. Strauss and 
Ludwig Feuerbach. 


II. Charles Hennell’s Inquiry Concerning the Origin 
of Christianity (1838) 

Readers of George Eliot’s Life know how immediately 
and decisively the reading of Hennell’s book in 1841 changed 
her outlook. It was through this book, and the associated 
influences of the congenial philosophic circle at Rosehill, 
that she first encountered the ‘higher criticism’. She ‘fell 
for’ it as instantaneously as Robert Elsmere succumbed to 


^ Bk. ii, ch. i (p. 173 in World’s Classics ed.). 
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the arguments of Wendover in Mrs Humphry Ward’s novel. 
Up till then this Theresa of the Midland flats had been 
seeking, through evangelical strictness and renunciation, the 
fulfilment of her yearnings after spiritual grandeur: not 
looking for earthly bliss, ‘but considering this life merely a 
pilgrimage’. This spiritual tone, which was acquired, not 
from her own home circle at Griff (her father was an old- 
fashioned Tory Churchman), but from her school teachers 
Miss Lewis and the Misses Franklin, showed itself in a 
tendency to self-abnegation, characteristically accompanied, 
however, by a longing for distinction in sanctity, a desire to 
render some signal service which should be commensurate 
with her inner sense of superiority. ‘Oh to be doing some 
little toward the regeneration of this groaning, travailing 
creation!’ ^ On her first visit to London (Aug. 1838) with 
her brother Isaac, she was ‘ not delighted with the stir of the 
great Babel’, and refused to accompany him to any theatres, 
spending her evenings alone reading. We find her, at this 
time, highly enjoying Hannah More’s letters: ‘the con- 
templation of so blessed a character as hers’, she tells Miss 
Lewis, ‘is very salutary ’.* *I was once told’, she goes on, 
‘ that there was nothing out of myself to prevent my becom- 
ing as eminently holy as St Paul; and though I think that 
is too sweeping an assertion, yet it is very certain we are 
generally too low in our aims, more anxious for safety than 
sanctity, for place than purity.’ (How revealing are those 
alliterations that insist on creeping in, even in so exalted a 
passage!) She begins to read the Life of Wilberforce, and 
finds a similarity, 

‘if I may compare myself with such a man, between his temptations, 
or rather besetments, and my own, that makes his experience very 
interesting to me. Oh that I might be made as useful in my lowly 
and obscure station as he was in the exalted one assigned to him! 
I feel myself to be a mere cumberer of the ground. May the Lord 
give me such an insight into what is truly good, that I may not 
rest with making Christianity a mere addendum to my pursuits, 
or with tacking it as a fringe to my garments! May I seek to be 

^ Cross’s Life, vol. i, p. 91 (1885 ed.). 
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sanctified wholly! My nineteenth birthday will soon be here (the 
22nd) — an awakening signal.’ ^ 

Just before the actual awakening signal arrived (from 
Hennellj however), her mind, she says, was 

‘an assemblage of disjointed specimens of history, ancient and 
modern; scraps of poetry picked up from Shakespeare, Cowper, 
Wordsworth, and Milton; newspaper topics; morsels of Addison 
and Bacon, Latin verbs, geometry, entomology, and chemistry; 
Reviews and metaphysics’ — 

all petrified by daily cares, household worries and vexations. 
Let us think of her, as we take leave of these early scenes, in 
the characteristic posture of attacking Mrs Somerville’s 
Connection of the Physical Sciences, and at the same time 
‘boiling currant jelly . . . and I grieve to say I have not gone 
through it so cheerfully as the character of a Christian who 
professes to do all, even the most trifling, duty as the Lord 
demands’ ? 

Into this mental conglomerate Hennell’s book descended 
like a bomb. Charles Christian Hennell (1809-1850) was 
the son of a Manchester Unitarian business man> and him- 
self spent most of his short life in various commercial houses 
in London, devoting his leisure to science, theology, Ger- 
man, Italian and music. He, and his sisters Caroline, Sara 
and Mary, and his brother-in-law Charles Bray (of Rosehill, 
Coventry) — that is. Miss Evans’s inmost circle of friends 
after 1 84 1 — form a remarkable little intellectual ^lite, whose 
appearance in the mid-century speaks well for the culture of 
provincial England at the time. The Hennells were Unitar- 
ians of the school of Priestley and Belsham, and when in 
1836 Caroline married Charles Bray, there was probably 
some family anxiety lest her piety might be undermined by 
that notorious free-thinker and phrenologist. Nor was this 
alarm groundless, for on their honeymoon in Wales Charles 
Bray tried to convert her to his views, having brought with 

*• Ibid., p. 43. 

* Ibid., pp. 69-70. The currant jelly, she says, has made her hand tremulous 
hence, no doubt, the defective construction of the above-quoted sentence. 
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him for that purpose ‘ Mirabcau’s ’ (i.e. Holbach’s) System of 
Nature, Volney’s Ruins of'Empires, ‘and other light reading 
of that sort’.^ But, as Bray tells us, he only succeeded in 
making her exceedingly uncomfortable, for, with her, ‘re- 
ligion was not a question of theological controversy or 
biblical criticism, but of deep feeling and cherished home 
associations, and of convictions instilled into her mind from 
childhood under the influence of one of the most cultivated 
and powerful Unitarian preachers of the day, the Rev. 
Robert Aspland’. Poor Caroline referred the question to her 
brother Charles, ‘who had already gone very fully into the 
subject, and had come out completely convinced on the 
Unitarian stand-points’. Reluctantly, Hennell yielded to the 
importunity of his sister and brother-in-law, and embarked 
once more on the attempt to separate truth from fiction, 
history from miracle, in the Gospel records. It cannot be said 
that he came to pray and remained to scoff, for the resulting 
book was chiefly distinguished from its eighteenth century 
forerunners by the reverence of its tone. But his enquiry 
certainly led him to results very different from those he had 
expected, or from any which Caroline could have desired. 
The investigation of the four Gospels, he tells us in the 
Preface to the Inquiry, was 

‘pursued for some time with the expectation that, at least, the 
piincipal miraculous facts supposed to lie at the foundation of 
Chiistianity would be found to be impregnable, but it was continued 
with a gradually increasing conviction that the true account of the 
life of Jesus Chiist, and of the spread of his religion, would be 
found to contain no deviation from the known laws of nature, nor 
to require, for their explanation, more than the operation of human 
motives and feelings, acted upon by the pecuhai circumstances of 
the age and country whence the religion originated.’ 

Although his conclusions differ in some important points 
from those of the most recent biblical critics, Hennell shows 
a remarkable instinctive command of the technique of tex- 
tual criticism — remarkable, above all, because when he wrote 

1 Bray’s Autobiography f bases of Opimm and Expet sence During a Long 
Life, pp 48-9 
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the book he knew next to nothing of what had already been 
done in Germany. He grasped the nature of the ‘synoptic’ 
problem (he did not even know this name for it), realizing, 
for example, that it meant trying to date each book, esti- 
mating the character and intention of each author, comparing 
passage with passage to discover which (if either) copied 
from which, and weighing the probabilities for and against 
the historicity of every incident in the narratives, with due 
regard to the moment and purpose of composition and the 
readers for whom the work was written. It may be said that 
the conclusion of any such enquiry is presupposed from the 
start, since in order to embark upon it at all a man must 
already have abandoned all notion of Scriptural infallibility. 
This is true, but it does not follow that the task will be 
carried out, as it was by Hennell, with a single-hearted desire 
for truth, and an almost total absence of the spirit of mere 
destructiveness or levity. Hennell’s work has been done 
much more thoroughly by a host of later commentators, and 
his method has largely become a matter of common accept- 
ance; it is therefore unnecessary to describe his book in any 
detail : a few traits will suffice to indicate its quality, and the 
source of its impressiveness for a reader like Marian Evans. 
His introductory historical sketch already involves the pre- 
supposition on which his later judgments will be founded, 
for the story of Israel, from the Captivity to the death of 
Jesus, is there related as a chapter of secular history. The 
framework for the career and Messiahship of Jesus is set in 
the political vicissitudes of the Hebrew race, and their 
mounting expectation of a supernatural deliverance. Jesus is 
represented as an Essene enthusiast and revolutionist of 
extraordinary power and virtue, who, convinced that he is 
capable of leadership, conceives the tremendous idea of 
assuming the r61e of the long-awaited Messiah, and achieving 
the restoration of the Hebrew theocracy, or Kingdom of 
Heaven. His moral purity, and the intensity of his com- 
munion with God, give him such authority, and such actual 
therapeutic power, that he cures epilepsy and other dis- 
orders by a word, a touch or a look, and consequently gains 
the reputation of a wonder-worker. He perhaps himself 
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comes to believe that he has supernatural powers. He 
appoints twelve disciples, each to rule over one of the twelve 
tribes of Israel in the new Kingdom. His sway over the 
multitude grows so great that the authorities become alarmed, 
the Romans fearing another insurrection like that of Judas 
of Galilee, and the Hebrew priests and nobles dreading an 
infringement of their privileges. Jesus decides to put his 
Messiahship to the final test, and, dramatizing his actions in 
accordance with the prophecy of Zechariah, advances upon 
Jerusalem, seated upon an ass’s colt. Boldly assuming the 
highest authority, he expels the money-changers from the 
Temple — the most audacious of his outward actions. But at 
this point his career is checked; he realizes that his attempt 
will be in vain ; the Kingdom of Heaven will not be estab- 
lished under his earthly regency. It is too late to retreat, and 
besides, the nobility of his character, and the inward assur- 
ance of his divine mission and prophetic office, render any 
compromise unthinkable. He resolves to face the worst with 
heroic dignity, and to hope and proclaim that through his 
martyrdom the Kingdom of Heaven may be realized later, 
probably by supernatural aid. After his crucifixion Joseph of 
Arimathea, in concert with Nicodemus, -irranges for the 
secret removal of the body of Jesus from the tomb in his 
garden, in order to distract the attention of the authorities 
from himself; and, to induce the disciples of Jesus to depart 
peacefully, he stations an agent at the tomb who informs 
them that Jesus has risen, and has gone into Galilee. The 
disciples, who had been sunk in disillusionment at the failure 
of their leader, are at first incredulous, but when they find 
that the body has really disappeared, they are filled with a 
new and enormous hope: Jesus, then, was the Messiah after 
all, and his return from Heaven with full power and dominion 
may be shortly expected. 

There is no need to summarize Hennell’s further recon- 
struction of the history of the early Church, or to trace his 
account of the gradual elevation of Jesus, by the accretions 
of imagination and myth, and by the infiltration of Greek 
philosophical conceptions, to the status of incarnate ‘logos , 
and finally to that of God. Enough has been said to indicate 
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the spirit and method of his work. It may be asked, on what 
grounds did Hennell become convinced that his conjectural 
natural history of Christianity — for he admitted that many 
gaps had had to be filled by conjecture — ^was substantially 
correct The answer is partly to be found in his examination 
of the Gospel narratives ; these, he finds, were not the work 
of eye-witnesses (unless the aged John were really the author 
of the Fourth Gospel), but of persons who in their several 
ways were trying, at a distance of perhaps two generations 
from the events described, to confirm the faith of the infant 
Church. In so doing, and without any intention to deceive, 
they availed themselves of that floating body of legend and 
tradition which, in an unscientific age, and at a time when 
imaginations were superheated by Messianic hopes and 
exaltations, was bound to grow up round the memory of so 
exceptional, so extraordinary a prophet as Jesus. Though 
the first three Gospels contain much material in common, 
and were either partly taken one from another or from some 
common source, their mutual discrepancies are sufficient to 
show that the writers deliberately altered their narratives to 
heighten their eflFects — Matthew, for example, often modi- 
fying a story to make it correspond more exactly with an 
Old Testament prophecy. The Fourth Gospel attributes to 
Jesus long theological discourses in a style utterly different 
from his manner in the first three, and closely resembling 
in style and content the epistles which are also ascribed to 
John. These and many other discrepancies once noted, it 
becomes clear that historical accuracy, as now understood, 
is not to be looked for in the Gospels. The miraculous parts 
of the narratives therefore, against the truth of which there 
must in any case be the strongest antecedent presumption, 
and which as between the evangelists are discrepant enough 
to shake confidence, must be set down as products of pious 
imagination. This conclusion is reinforced in the later part 
of the book by a critique of the Old Testament prophecies, 
in which it is demonstrated that the so-called Messianic 
passages are explicable without reference to Jesus, though 
Jesus himself, and his followers, continually applied them to 
his career and actions. With reference to the book of Isaiah, 
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for example, Henncll observes that ‘ instead of admitting the 
natural order of things — that Jesus had imbibed the views 
of a book which he had read — it was supposed that the 
author of the book had, by means of a divine spirit of fore- 
sight, anticipated the views of Jesus’.^ But Hennell’s con- 
clusions, supported though they are by the most careful 
sifting of the material, and by the kind of insight which has 
since guided so many perfectly orthodox biblical scholars, 
yet rest ultimately on certain deep-seated presuppositions — 
those, in fact, of the ‘scientific’ and ‘positive’ century in 
which he lived. Supernatural and miraculous events are out 
of the order of Nature, but the operation of natural law is 
uniform and invariable, therefore miracles do not happen 
and never have happened. The earliest histones, both secular 
and religious, of all nations, have been full of mythological 
and legendary stories intermixed with genuine historical 
matter: why suppose that those of the Jews and Christians 
are exempted from this rule? The same canons of critical 
interpretation are applicable to all ancient literature, whether 
‘sacred’ or ‘secular’. Hennell makes very little emlicit use 
of these presuppositions, though he refers to the first in an 
interesting footnote where he suggests that the recorded 
miracles really express a primitive, and now outgrown, con- 
ception of what IS truly ‘miraculous’. Science, he says, proves 
that disease and death are often the penalties annexed by 
natural law to the abuse of men’s powers : now, 

‘ It may be presumed that the difterent parts of the divine plans 
harmonize with each other, and, therefore, that the credentials 
given by the Deity would not consist in an infringement of his own 
laws 

‘Christ, by raising the widow’s son at Nam, lemoved the natural 
penalty of the youth’s own ill-regulated conduct, oi that of his 
fathers. But if he had taken that occasion to make known the con- 
nexion established between imprudence and suffering, by explaining 
the causes which led to that young man’s premature death, he 
would have acted in accordance with the divine laws, he would 
have saved many widows’ sons from the same fate, and would have 


r Inquiry (1838 ed ), p 259 
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given a more permanent and convincing proof of his being a man 

sent from God If, on opening the book which records his claims 

as a divine messenger, we were to find, instead of these stories of' 
such difficult verification, declarations of the causes of blindness, 
fever, and palsy, and warnings to mankind to abstain from the courses 
which lead to such evils, the book would carry with it an evidence 
increasing with the lapse of ages, since the possession of such know- 
ledge by a person in the age, country and circumstances of Christ 
would be as miraculous as any of the works referred to: and all 
readers, on finding that the most advanced stages of human know- ' 
ledge had been anticipated by the peasant of Galilee, must them- 
selves exclaim, “Whence had this man this knowledge, having never 
learned ?” and, “Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher sent by 
God, for no man could have this wisdom unless God were with 
him”.’ 1 

Perhaps the most striking evidence of Hennell’s insight, 
however, is his clear recognition that the Gospels, whatever 
their status as history, are statements of the genuine faith of 
the earliest Christians, and as such are of the highest value 
and significance. Far indeed from his thought is any deistical 
‘exposure’ of the evangelists, any suggestion of wilful deceit 
or imposture. His whole drift is to show how ‘naturally' and 
spontaneously the myths grew up, and he occasionally pauses 
to ponder wistfully on the beauty and pathos of the result. 
‘Fictions proceeding from such feelings’, he writes, 

‘must be of a different character from those thrown out in the mere 
wantonness of imagination. Hence the appearance of simplicity, 
earnestness, and reality, which in the midst of palpable inconsist- 
encies, pervade the evangelic histories, and render even their fictions 
unique. ... In short, in the stories of the resurrection and ascension 
of Jesus we see traces of the sentiments awakened in some inhabi- 
tants of an eastern and imaginative clime, at an eventful period of 
their country’s history, by the life, precepts, and sudden death of 
one of the most extraordinary persons in history.’ ® 

How much more ‘gratifying’ were it, he sighs, to enter fully 
into the feelings of the disciples, and ‘allow our wishes to 

® Ibid., p. 152. 


1 Ibid., pp. 192-3. 
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overcome distrust’! But no; truth constrains us, and we 
must console ourselves for the loss of the Resurrection by 
reflecting that 

‘the sublime views which it was in part the occasion of bringing 
forth, and the moral revolution which it contributed to promote, 
are in themselves deeply interesting facts, which have an important 
bearing on every inquiry concerning the ultimate destination of the 
human mind.’ 

We see in this train of thought how it was that Hennell, like 
other heroic rationalizers, could claim that the ‘essence’ of 
Christianity remained unaffected by the destruction of its 
miraculous foundations. There is an ‘easy’ transition from 
‘Christianity as a divine revelation to Christianity as the 
purest form yet existing of natural religion ’ : 

‘Christianity, thus regarded as a system of elevated thought and 
feeling, will not be injured by being freed from those fables, and 
those views of local or temporary interest, which hung about its 
origin. It will, on the contrary, be placed on a surer basis; for it 
need no longer appeal for its support to the uncertain evidence of 
events which happened nearly two thousand years ago, a species of 
evidence necessarily attainable only by long and laborious research, 
impracticable to most men, and unsatisfactory and harassing even 
to those who have most means of pursuing it; but it will rest its 
claims on an evidence clearer, simpler, and always at hand, — the 
thoughts and feelings of the human mind itself. Thus, whatever in 
it is really true and excellent, will meet with a ready attestation in 
every breast, and, in the improvement of the human mind, find an 
ever-increasing evidence.’ ^ 

‘ Many of the finer thoughts and feelings of mankind find a 
vent in fiction, expressed either by painting, poetry or the 
poetic tale; and the perception of historical inaccuracy does 
not prevent our sharing the thoughts and feelings which 
have embodied themselves in this manner.’ ® True, the dis- 
appearance of the notion of miraculous revelation, and the 
reduction of our hope of Heaven to a mere speculation, will 

^ Ibid; Preface, p. viii. “ Ibid., p. 214. 
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leave a distressing blank in the hearts of many. But they will 
find a substitute in the privileges and duties of this earthly 
life, in the advance of science, in the strengthening of 
character by adversity, and by discovering ‘in the Universe 
itself a Son which tells us of a Father, and in all the natural 
beauty and moral excellence which meet us in the world an 
ever-present Logos, which reveals the grace and truth of its 
invisible source 

And now, picture the effect of this intoxicating draught 
upon our ardent young ‘wrestler for the truth’, our Theresa 
of the Midland flats, our cygnet among the ducklings — who 
only a few short years before had been fain to diet herself on 
the husks of Hannah More and Wilberforce, and on scraps 
of poetry, metaphysics and science picked up in the intervals 
of boiling currant jelly ! It can be described as a dreadful 
exhilaration, like that of Eve after eating the forbidden fruit; 
exhilaration, because here at last was the Truth which makes 
one free — Truth, self-evident, compelling, authoritative; 
but dread, because of the thought of one’s father, one’s 
home-circle, one’s Church, and Miss Lewis. It is the story 
of Carlyle and his mother over again ; indeed, it is a situation 
which recurs constantly in nineteenth century biography, 
not only where a provincial emerges into the wider world, 
but wherever the younger generation achieves ‘emancipa- 
tion ’ from home influence at the price of estrangement and 
sad disharmony. Casting about at random for another in- 
stance, one thinks of R. L. Stevenson after the eclaircissement 
with his father about beliefs: ‘if I had foreseen’, he writes, 

‘ the real hell of everything since, I think I should have lied, 
as I have done so often before. . . . Of course, it is rougher 
than hell upon my father, but can I help it.!* They don’t see 
either that my game is not the light-hearted scoffer; that I 
am not (as they call me) a careless infidel. ... I lay in bed 
this morning awake . . . and heard my father go out for the 
papers; and then I lay and wished — O, if he would only 
whistle when he comes in again! But of course he did not. 
I have stopped that pipe.’ ^ 

1 Ibid., p. 370. 

“ Letters of R. L. Stevenson (1911 ed.), vol. i, pp. 53 and 70. 
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With Marian Evans the break was sharp and painful, but 
short-lived; she gave up going to church, and there was a 
three weeks’ separation from her father. But here, as so 
often with her, the heart came quickly into play to balance 
the head; her affections had twined too closely round ‘the 
old inferior things’ for this to last, and the old relations were 
outwardly resumed. And only two years later she can write 
with singular but characteristic balance and detachment to 
Sara Hennell : 

‘The first impulse of a young and ingenuous mind is to withhold 
the slightest sanction from all that contains even a mixture of sup- 
posed error. When the soul is just liberated from the wretched 
giant’s bed of dogmas on which it has been racked and stretched 
ever since it began to think, there is a feeling of exultation and strong 
hope’ — and zeal for proselytizing sets in. ‘But a year or two of 
reflexion, and the experience of our own miserable weakness, which 
will ill afford to part even with the crutch of superstition, must, I 
think, effect a change. Speculative truth begins to appear but a 
shadow of individual minds. Agreement between intellects seems 
unattainable, and we turn to the truth of feeling as the only universal 
bond of union. We find that the intellectual errors which we once 
fancied were a mere incrustation, have growm into the living body, 
and we cannot in the majority of cases wrench them away without 
destroying vitality. ... If, then, we are debarred by such considera- 
tions from trying to reorganize opinions, are we to remain aloof 
from our fellow-creatures on occasions when we may fully sym- 
pathize with the feelings exercised, although our own have been 
melted into another mould ?’ ^ 

Miss Evans’s friendship with the Hennells led directly to 
the first great intellectual task of her life, the translation of 
Strauss’s Leben Jesu. The connexion between Charles Hen- 
nell and Strauss, it is interesting to note, arose after the 
publication of the Inquiry., which was written in ignorance 
of the great German work published three years earlier 
( 1 8 3 5) . A certain Dr Brabant of Devizes, a German scholar, 
read the Inquiry with lively interest, and noting its extra- 
ordinary affinity with the Leben Jesu, sent a copy to Strauss, 

^ Cross’s Life, voi. i, pp. izi if. 
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of whom he was a personal friend. Strauss was so much im- 
pressed that he had the work translated into German, and 
published it with a prefatory note, from which, partly for the 
sake of the noble magnanimity of its tone, but also for its 
intrinsic interest, a few phrases must be quoted; 

‘Not sufficiently acquainted with German to read continuously 
a learned work in that language, the labours of our theologians were 
only accessible to him [Hennellj so far as they were written in 
Latin, or translated into English, or treated of in English writings 
or periodicals: especially he is unacquainted with what the Germans 
liave effected in the criticism of the Gospels since Schleiermacher’s 
work on Luke. . . . Only so much the more remarkable is it, 
however, that both in the principles and in the main results of his 
investigation, he is on the very track which has been entered on 
amongst us in recent years. . . . That at certain periods certain 
modes of thought lie as it were in the atmosphere . . . and come to 
light in the most remote places without perceptible media of com- 
munication, is shown, not only by the contents, but by the spirit, of 
Mr Hennell’s work. No further traces of the ridicule and scorn 
which characterize his countrymen of the Deistical schoolj the 
subject is treated in the earnest and dignified tone of the truth- 
seeker, not with the rancour of a passionate polemic; we nowhere 
find him deriving religion from priestcraft, but from the tendencies 
and wants of human nature. . . . These elevated views, which the 
learned German of our day appropriates as the fruit of the religious 
and scientific advancement of his nation, this Englishman, to whom 
most of the means at our command were wanting, has been able to 
educe entirely from himself. . . . An Englishman, a merchant, a' 
man of the world, he possesses, both by nature and by training, 
the practical insight, the sure tact, which lays hold on realities. The 
solution of problems over which the German flutters with many 
circuits of learned formulae, our English author often succeeds in' 
seizing at one spring.’ ^ 

Dr Brabant’s daughter had begun to translate Strauss into 
English, but on her (singularly appropriate) marriage to 
Hennell, the latter — with prudent regard for his own con- 
jugal amenities — persuaded Marian Evans to shoulder the 

^ Quoted tbid., p. loi. 
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task. She assumed it, and carried it through, but not without 
much groaning and sickness of heart. The fact was that 
Strauss, with all his vastly greater learning and philosophical 
depth, could do little for her that Hennell had not already 
done; she no longer needed him, so the translating was 
merely a ‘soul-stupefying labour’, a heavy duty to humanity, 
to be discharged with deep sighs and languishing of spirit. 


III. Strauss’s Life of Jesus 

This book is one of the landmarks and turning-points of 
nineteenth century religious thought, and calls for notice in 
our present survey quite apart from its effects upon George 
Eliot. It differs from Hennell’s work, not so much in its 
actual conclusions, as in the encyclopaedic range of its erudi- 
tion and the philosophic profundity of its basis — in other 
words, it differs as a work of German scholarship normally 
did differ, in the nineteenth century, from its English 
counterpart. It not only sums up and epitomizes the work 
of a generation of Teutonic sifters of the text of Scripture, 
but also effects a synthesis between their results and those of 
a generation of German thinkers from Kant to Schelling. It 
is in truth a noble, a palmary effort of the nineteenth century 
mind, and it shares with other great achievements of that 
century this quality: that it can still challenge us, and compel 
us, in the name of honesty and self-respect, to declare in 
what way we think we have improved upon it, outgrown it, 
oy transcended its standpoint. It is indeed a crucial difficulty 
,in studying the last century that it continually embarrasses 
us, as a father often embarrasses a son, by stating with per- 
tinence and superior knowledge positions which we had 
assumed, without having really examined them, to be 
obsolete or untenable. Remoter centuries, like more distant 
forbears, have not this disturbing quality; we are not impli- 
cated in their absurdities, and can regard them with com- 
placency. The nineteenth century compels us to define our 
own position, and as this is difficult and often painful, we 
have (until recently) avoided its society like prodigal sons, 
or by-passed it with a superficial irony. 
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The Life of Jesus has this quality in full measure. The 
critical mind of Western man had of course been engaged, 
at least since the fourth century b.c., in explaining, alle- 
gorizing, restating or rejecting its religious beliefs; it had 
pre-eminently been so engaged since the sixteenth century 
A.D. The eighteenth century had been critical indeed, but its 
attacks were too superficial to have much lasting effect. The 
nineteenth century attack was far more damaging, because 
it was based on a much wider and deeper understanding of 
history and of human nature: because, in a sense, it was not 
a direct attack at all, but undercut religion by the more 
subtle corrosive of a profounder comprehension. The dis- 
tinctive nineteenth century phenomenon is the devout scep- 
tic, the sage who rejects traditional religion not because he is 
shallow or immoral, but because he is too earnest to accept 
it — because he understands and tolerates all forms of re- 
ligion too well to adopt any one of them. Strauss character- 
istically separates himself at the outset both from the 
‘supernatural’ and the ‘rationalist’ schools of biblical criti- 
cism. Early exegesis regarded the Scripture-narratives naively 
as supernatural history, divinely attested and guarded from 
error. Rationalist criticism, still regarding them as ‘history’, 
tries to find ‘natural’ explanations for all miracles and 
mysteries. His own qualification for his task, he explains 
(and this self-knowledge is typical of him and of his nation), 
is an ‘internal liberation of the feelings and intellect from 
certain religious and dogmatical presuppositions’ — those, in 
short, of supernaturalists and rationalists alike. If theologians, 
he adds, regard this absence of presupposition from his work 
as unchristian, he for his part regards ‘ the believing presup- 
positions of theirs as unscientific’. But in place of these older 
rejected presuppositions, Strauss has two other vital presup- 
positions derived from the Zeitgeist', (i) that though miracles 
did* not happen, yet the belief in them arises from demon- 
strable facts of human nature, and (ii) that all primitive 
histories, whether sacred or profane, are to be treated alike. 
‘The author is well aware’, he says in the Preface to the first 
edition, ‘that the essence of the Christian faith is perfectly 
independent of his criticism.’ The words recall Hennell’s, 
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yet the tone is different: Hennell is simply offering apol- 
ogetic consolation ; Strauss’s Olympian calm, as we discover 
later, has behind it the philosophic weight of the Hegelian 
synthesis. ‘The supernatural birth of Christ,’ he goes on, 
‘his miracles, his resurrection and ascension, remain eternal 
truths, whatever doubts may be cast on their reality as 
historical facts. The certainty of this can alone give calmness 
and dignity to our criticism, and distinguish it from the 
naturalistic criticism of the last century, the design of which 
was, with the historical fact, to subvert also the religious 
truth, and which thus necessarily became frivolous.’ Pro- 
ceeding, then, from the second presupposition, Strauss lifts 
the curtain on a panoramic view of Western thought, pagan 
and Christian alike, and traces in outline the evolution of 
religious conceptions. Everywhere the same pattern recurs: 
everywhere, as experience widens and knowledge grows 
more scientific, early sacred records and myths have some- 
how to be reconciled with more advanced notions, and the 
process of ‘interpretation’ begins. And, ‘as the progress of 
mental cultivation mainly consists in the recognition of a 
chain of causes and effects connecting natural phenomena 
with each other’, we get the two-fold realizations : either that 
‘The divine cannot have so happened’, or ‘That which has 
so happened cannot have been divine’. Many of the forms of 
possible interpretation appear already in Greece: Plato’s 
attitude to the myths representing the first position, and 
Euhemerus representing the second — i.e. ‘yes, these things 
happened, but they were acts of great or notorious men since 
deified by popular imagination’. In Polybius we already meet 
with the ‘eighteenth century’ approach: ‘these stories were 
deliberately invented by priests and rulers to awe men into 
subjection’. Turning to the Hebrews, we find in Philo the 
allegorical method so frequently used in later days: wherever 
the Scripture seems to offer an ‘unworthy’ delineation of-the 
Deity, His actions, motives or commands, or of the deeds of 
His acknowledged servants, a ‘higher sense’ is to be given 
to the text. This method, and what Strauss calls the ‘partial’ 
method — that is when the interpreter shuts his eyes to his 
awareness of disagreement, and proffers his gloss as the 
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‘ original ’ meaning of the text — ^both arise at the stage when 
the cultured mind has grown dissatisfied with parts of the 
record, but has not yet given up the assumption that the 
record must be in some sense ‘right’. Origen, with his 
apparatus of ‘three senses’, the literal, the moral and the 
mystical, is for the most part at this stage, though in a few 
passages he grows bolder: the Scriptures, he says (Strauss’s 
quotation), 

‘contain many things which never came to pass, interwoven with the 
history; and he must be dull indeed who does not of his own accord 
observe that much which the Scriptures represent as having happened 
never actually occurred.’ Or again: ‘he who would study history 
with understanding . . . must weigh each separate detail, and con- 
sider what is worthy of credit and may be believed without further 
evidence; what, on the contrary, must be regarded as merely 
figurative’, etc. 

Strauss passes with a mental sigh over the ‘ tedious centuries 
of the Middle Ages’ and comes on to the naturalists and 
deists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: Chubb, 
Woolston, Reimarus and the rest, and notes in them (as 
already mentioned) that spirit of destruction and levity which 
vitiated their conclusions ; to leave us with a Moses who was 
an impostor, a Jesus who was a political agitator, and dis- 
ciples who spread deliberate falsehoods, simply would not do. 
At last Strauss reaches his own era, and gives us a very 
valuable summary of the work of his predecessors, the Ger- 
man critics of the ‘rationalist’ and ‘naturalist’ schools. 
Eichhorn, for example, awoke to the important realization 
that ‘actual divine interposition or deliberate fraud’ is not the 
true antithesis ; the supernatural, according to him, was the 
‘spontaneous illumination reflected from antiquity itself’, and 
we must learn how ‘to translate the language of a former age 
into that of today’. Even he, however, fell at times into crude 
rationalizing, as when he suggested that Eve’s apple might 
have been a poisonous fruit which really did permanently 
impair the constitution of the human race ; this interpreta- 
tion, however, he later abandoned for a mythical one: the 

1 Life of Jesus, vol. i, p. ii (Marian Evans’s trans., 1846). 
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source of evil is man’s inveterate desire for a better condition 
than that assigned to him. Paulus is classified hy Strauss as 
a Christian Euhemerus: the Gospel events all ‘happened’ in 
a natural way, and their historical truth can be discovered 
beneath their miraculous coverings. Kant revived the old 
method of moral allegorizing: if the Psalmist speaks vin- 
dictively of his ‘enemies’ we must understand this of the 
‘ passions ’, which are to be subjugated or annihilated. Strauss 
has now arrived in sight of the true method of interpretation, 
the method he is to exemplify: the mythical. Semler, Gabler, 
Schelling and G. Bauer are mentioned as forerunners: Vater 
and De Wette have shown that the ‘ naturalistic ’ approach is 
inapplicable to narratives based, not on the immediate testi- 
mony of eye-witnesses, but on tradition, and written long 
after the events described. We are now given the key to the 
problem : we must prepare ourselves to find that the Scrip- 
tural miracles are, not conscious fictions, not exaggerations 
of real occurrences, but myths, that is, imaginative symbols — 
standing not for matters of fact, but for facts of mind, 
experiences, states of feeling. It should be in no way startling 
to find that Judaism and Christianity have their myths : myth 
grows from the very heart of religious experience, and is of 
its essence, since religion (not theology) apprehends truth 
not as naked concept but through image and symbol. Myth 
expresses religious experience, philosophical ideas, and even 
historical events, in the concrete form most congenial to the 
mental habit of the time which gives it birth. Thus with 
genuine myth there is complete unconsciousness, spontaneity . 
and necessity in the process of its formation. In the ancient 
world, in the world which generated Christianity, the reli- 
gious tendency was so overwhelmingly preponderant, and 
the knowledge of natural laws so limited, that there was a 
disposition to see the hand of God everywhere. What makes 
it so hard for us now to seize this point of view is that«‘ after 
many centuries of tedious research’ we have attained the 
conviction that 

‘all things are linked together by a chain of causes and effects, which 

suffers no interruption. . . . This conviction is so much a habit of 
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thought with the modern world, that in actual life, the belief in a 
supernatural manifestation, an immediate divine agency, is at once 
attributed to ignorance or imposture.’ ^ 

Strauss emphasizes — and the quality of his insight is here 
well displayed — that the modern separation between matte, 
of fact and matter of feeling, between ‘prose’ and ‘poetry’, 
history and fiction, was in early times unknown. It was in 
this setting that the traditions, later embodied in the Gospels, 
originated and grew. Strauss, like Hennell, finds the more 
immediate source of the Christian myths in the prevailing 
mood of Messianic expectation; their materials already ex- 
isted, and only had to be ‘transferred’ to Jesus. 

The bulk of the work consists of an exhaustive examina- 
tion, carried out with Teutonic thoroughness and learning, 
and guided by the standards and assumptions above indi- 
cated, of the four Gospels. But in the ‘ Concluding Disserta- 
tion ’ Strauss turns aside to survey his completed work, and 
estimate its meaning for the modern world. In a passage of 
unwonted eloquence he laments the pain and loss which his 
critique must inevitably inflict upon many, and even shrinks 
in horror from what may seem ‘so fearful an act of desecra- 
tion ’ : 

‘The boundless store of truth and life which for eighteen cen- 
turies has been the aliment of humanity, seems irretrievably dis- 
sipated; the most sublime levelled with the dust, God divested of 
his grace, man of his dignity, and the tie between heaven and earth 
broken.’ ® 

But wait — he has something in reserve — something of the 
highest importance: he will try to ‘re-establish dogmatically 
what has been destroyed critically’. The critic, ‘in proportion 
as lie is distinguished from the naturalistic theologian and 
the free-thinker, — in proportion as his criticism is conceded in 
the spirit of the nineteenth century' (my italics), is 

‘filled with veneration for every religion, and especially for the 
substance of the sublimest of all religions, the Christian, which he 

1 Ibid., p. 71. * Ibid., vol. iii, p. 396 ff. 
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perceives to be identical with the deepest philosophic truth; and 
hence, after having in the course of his criticism exhibited only the 
diflFerences between his conviction and the historical belief of the 
Christian, he will feel urged to place that identity in a fresh 
light.’ 

Now that Christianity has been shown to be mainly a 
‘mental’ product rather than a piece of history, we need a 
critique of dogma as a sequel to our historical criticism. 
Strauss pleads that this task must form the subject of a 
separate work (he carried it out in his later book Christian 
Dogmas in their Historical Development, but he gives us a 
remarkably able and sympathetic summary of Christian 
dogmatic teaching from the beginnings to his own time. The 
climax is reached when he identifies the ‘substance’ of 
Christianity with the deepest philosophic truth, that is to say, 
when he finds in it a symbolic expression of Hegel’s pro- 
foundest insights. The Absolute Idea splits dialectically into 
One and Many, Self and Other; it realizes itself in History; 
it comes to self-consciousness in Man. Man is the true 
‘Incarnation’; the world in him returns in reconcilement to 
God. For Christ, the one, the unique God-man, substitute 
Humanity, and you have the ultimate meaning of the great 
myth. 

‘ Is not the idea of the unity of the divine and human natures a 
real one in a far higher sense, when I regard the whole race of 
mankind as its realization, than when I single out one man as such 
a realization ? Is not an incarnation of God from eternity, a truer 
one than incarnation limited to a particular point of time?’ 

This, it has been said, was ‘saving’ Christianity by ‘turning 
it into an unchristian doctrine’,^ I must not enter upon the 
vast discussion here suggested, nor try to pose Strauss wjth 
such questions as — ^what was there about the ‘historical 
Jesus' which caused the Messianic expectations to be trans- 
ferred to him rather than to anyone else Or, how can such 
a concept as that of eternal incarnation be turned into 
‘aliment’ for the saving of sinful men The interesting point, 

^ S. Hook, From Hegel to Marx (1936), p. 86. 
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with which I will end this discussion, is that Strauss faces up 
to all the implications of his outlook for Christian ministers 
who may adopt it, as he cannot but believe the most en- 
lightened will. The dilemma of Robert Elsmere, which 
seemed so startling to readers of that novel — ^indeed, every 
aspect of the ‘modernist’s’ plight down to the present day, 
is foreseen and discussed by Strauss. What shall the clergy- 
man do when he has seen the light, learnt the secret.? Re- 
nounce his Orders and become a professor .? But this would 
be to desert the Church just when he has become the bearer 
of vital truth; moreover, as professor he could only address 
those most likely to be learning the truth in any case, or 
damage the Church still further by dissuading the best 
students from taking Orders. Stay in the Church, then, and 
preach the identity of Christianity and philosophy.? But no 
one will understand him. Keep his best thoughts for a few 
initiates, and preach the old doctrines with mental reserva- 
tions.? But the sense of his own hypocrisy will probably 
suffocate him. Strauss does not pretend to solve the problem 
or to give authoritative advice to the Robert Elsmeres. He 
inclines to think that the enlightened clergyman should stay 
where he is, and attempt without violence to lead his 
listeners gradually in the right direction, avoiding hypocrisy 
by skirting dangerous ground, and always affirming those 
truths which are common to him and his hearers. It will be 
a difficult task, for example, to preach an Easter sermon 
without equivocation, but he may dwell upon the meaning of 
the resurrection, affirming the spiritual facts of rebirth and 
regeneration. Here Strauss brings his great undertaking to 
a close, with a final ‘Time will show’. 


, IV. Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity 

I am not attempting to rewrite George Eliot’s life, nor 
even to sketch in any detail the stages of her spiritual 
development; the aim of this chapter is to present that 
development as representative of a main current in nine- 
teenth century belief, and to isolate a few of the influences 
which controlled its direction. I shall therefore pass over the 
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eight years which intervened between the translations of 
Strauss and of Feuerbach, merely mentioning that they 
included many important events — her father’s death (i 849), 
her stay at Geneva (June 1 849 to March 1 8 50), the removal 
to London and her appointment as assistant editor of the 
Westminster Review (1851), her immersion in the London 
ferment of ‘advanced’ thought, and the ensuing contacts 
with leading thinkers and writers : Lewes, Carlyle, Dickens, 
Harriet Martineau, Francis Newman, Professor Owen, Cob- 
den, Herbert Spencer, Combe (the phrenologist) and the rest. 
It was during these years and through some of these con- 
tacts that Comte’s writings first reached her. Harriet Mar- 
tineau ’s two-volume translation of Comte’s Positive Philosophy 
appeared in 1853, just at the time when George Eliot was 
at work on Feuerbach; and the combined testimonies of 
these two writers, who, quite independently and along differ- 
ent roads, had reached the same conclusion, must have con- 
vinced her that here, indeed, was an irresistible tide of truth 
pouring in on all sides, and reaching even the coasts of this 
provincial isle. It should be her task to widen the breach for 
its entry. The translation of Feuerbach’s Wesen des Christen- 
tums was her last act before she left England with Lewes ; its 
publication, and that decisive step, both took place in July 
1854. M. Bourl’honne has even suggested, not without some 
warrant, that the spirit of Feuerbach, and especially his 
views on friendship and marriage, may have contributed 
something towards making her ‘ union ’ with Lewes possible.^ 
Hennell and Strauss had widened her intellectual horizons 
and let in the light; Comte and Feuerbach, with their 
exaltation of love and their apotheosis of humanity, ministered 
to those heart’s affections which in her were even stronger 
than the intellect. 

Before speaking further of Feuerbach, however, I want to 
pause a moment to illustrate Miss Evans’s outlook in the 
period between the two translations, and this can conveniently 
be done by glancing at her first article in the Westminster.^ 
a review of R. W. Mackay’s Progress of the Intellect (1850). 


^ P. Bourrhonne, George Eliot, Essai de Biographie Intellectuelle et Morale, 
Paris, 1933. 
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Mackay was a disciple of Strauss and Baur, and in reviewing 
him she was in effect defining the position she had reached. 

Such a book as Mackay ’s, she begins, is valuable in 
showing that each age has had a faith and a symbolism suited 
to its own stage of development. She praises the combina- 
tion, in this writer, of erudition with panoramic breadth of 
view, comparing him in this respect with Cudworth and the 
modern Germans: 

‘England has been slow to use or to emulate the immense labours 
of Germany in the departments of mythology and biblical criticism; 
but when once she does so, the greater solidity and directness of the 
English mind ensure a superiority of treatment.’ ^ 

It is Mr Mackay’s faith (and Miss Evans’s) that 

‘divine revelation is not contained exclusively or pre-eminently in 
the facts and inspirations of any one age or nation, but is co-extensive 
with the history of human development, and is perpetually un- 
folding itself to our widened experience and investigation.’ 

The ‘master-key’ is the ‘recognition of the presence of 
undeviating law in the material and moral world — of that 
invariability of sequence which is acknowledged to be the 
basis of physical science, but which is still perversely ignored 
in our social organization, our ethics and our religion’. 
Religion and science are correlative, and ultimately one: ,‘no 
object in nature, no subject of contemplation, is destitute of 
a religious tendency and meaning’. There is an ‘ascensio 
mentis in Deum per scalas creatarum rerum ' ; a superstructure 
of faith can be securely built only on the foundations of the 
known. 

‘The introduction of a truly philosophic spirit into the 
study of mythology’ is a great step forward; we owe it chiefly 
to the Germans. How greatly it surpasses ‘the superficial 
Lucian-like tone of ridicule adopted by many authors of the 
eighteenth century’! The idea that many parts of the Old 
Testament ‘have a mythical character’ has ‘long been familiar 
to German critics’, but is ‘still startling to the English 

1 Westminster Review, vol. 54 (18 ji). 
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theological mind’. But the mythical theory (and here she 
speaks from experience) 

‘delivers the mind from a heavy burthen of contradiction and 
absurdity, and the religious sentiment from the admission of painful 
anomalies.’ 

Miss Evans concludes with a piece of advice to the theolo- 
gians : 

‘Since these conclusions are denied by no competent critic un- 
committed to the maintenance of certain tenets, it would be wise in 
our theological teachers, instead of struggling to retain a footing for 
themselves and their doctrine on the crumbling structure of dog- 
matic interpretation, to cherish those more liberal views of biblical 
criticism, which, admitting of a development of the Christian 
system corresponding to the wants and the culture of the age, 
would enable it to strike a firm root in man’s moral nature, and to 
entwine itself with the growth of those new forms of social life to 
which we are tending.’ 

In January 1853 Miss Evans wrote to the Brays: 

‘I begin to feel for other people’s wants and sorrows a little 
more than I used to do. Heaven help us! said the old religion ; the 
new one, from its very lack of that faith, will teach us all the more to 
help one another' ^ 

No aphorism could more succinctly express the results of all 
her reading and thinking up to date ; it was also the message 
of Feuerbach, whom she was then translating. Intellectual 
emancipation was well and fair, but it was not all : there were 
also the claims of the heart’s sympathies, the summons to 
attend to ‘other people’s wants and sorrows’. Feuerbach con- 
tributed the necessary touch of prophetic warmth. Here was 
another version of the Religion of Humanity — not, like 
Comte’s, chilly and over-systematic, but oracular, full of 
sacred rage. Feuerbach had studied at Berlin under Hegel, 
but had grown sick of his teaching; ‘God was my first 
thought’, he said, ‘Reason my second; Man my third and 
last.’ Hegelianism was the last refuge of the old theology; 

^ Cross, op. cit., vol. i, p. 302 (my italics). 
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Christianity has now lost all meaning for our time, and a 
new religion is called for — a de-supernaturalized humanism. 
‘His work consists’, said Marx, ‘in the dissolution of the 
religious world into its secular basis.’ ^ The following extract 
well illustrates this viewpoint, and explains why Marx took 
the interest in him that he did: 

‘It is a question today, you say, no longer of the existence or 
non-existence of God, but of the existence or non-existence of man; 
not whether God is a creature whose nature is the same as ours, 
but whether we human beings are to be equal among ourselves; 
not whether and how we can partake of the body of the Lord by 
eating bread, but whether we have enough bread for our own 
bodies; not whether we render unto God what is God’s and unto 
Caesar what is Caesar’s, but whether we finally render unto man 
what is man’s; not whether we are Christians or heathens, theists 
or atheists, but whether we are or can become men, healthy in soul 
and body, free, active and full of vitality. Comedo^ gentlemen! That 
is what I want, too. He who says no more of me than that I am 
an atheist, says and knows nothing of me. The question as to the 
existence or non-existence of God, the opposition between theism 
and atheism, belongs to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but 
not to the nineteenth. I deny God. But that means for me that I 
deny the negation of man. In place of the illusory, fentastic, heavenly 
position of man which in actual life necessarily leads to the degrada- 
tion of man, I substitute the tangible, actual, and consequently also 
the political and social position of mankind. The question concerning 
the existence or non-existence of God is for me nothing but the 
question concerning the existence or non-existence of man.’ * 

Feuerbach’s work belongs to that powerful stream of ten- 
dency, flowing from Hegel to Marx, which was driving men 
deeper and deeper in upon themselves, and teaching them to 
discover in their own needs and longings as individuals, but 
above all as members of human society, the source and indeed 
the whole reality of the ideal worlds of thought and faith. 
Religion is simply a mirage, reflecting in shadow-pictures 
the real tensions and discontents of earthly life; in early 

Theses on Feuerbach, No. IV. 

® Pref. to vol. i of Sammtliche Werke, 1846; quoted by S. Hook, of. cit. 
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times, when men genuinely ‘believed’, it served its purpose, 
but now that it can only be upheld by sophistries, it is seen 
for what it is — a delusive spectre which beckons us away 
from the true sphere of our duty and service. Religion is 
sociology and anthropology masquerading as mystery and 
dogma. ‘Consciousness of God is self-consciousness’; but 
man at first does not know this — he supposes God to be 
‘objective’. Hence 

‘the historical progress of religion consists in this: that what by an 
earlier religion was regarded as objective, is now recognized as sub- 
jective; that is, what was formerly contemplated and worshipped as 
God is now perceived to be something httman' ‘The divine being 
is nothing else than the human being, or rather the human nature 
purified, freed from the limits of the individual man, made objective 
— i.e. contemplated and revered as another, a distinct being. All the 
attributes of the divine nature are, therefore, attributes of the 
human nature.’ ^ 

In religion man ‘alienates’ himself from himself, worships 
his own self-generated wraith, and then wonders why he 
languishes. We must drag him back from this enchantment, 
break its spell, and bring him home to himself. All our ideas 
are turned upside-down by this ‘alienation ’ : for instance, we 
think and speak about the ‘attributes’ of the ‘Divine Being’, 
whereas we should be thinking of the divinity of the attri- 
butes themselves: ‘he alone is the true atheist to whom the 
predicates of the Divine Being — for example love, wisdom, 
justice, are nothing; not he to whom the subject of these 
predicates is nothing.’ The human understanding suggests 
that God is impersonal and passionless: the moral sense, that 
He is morally perfect, but also inexorable. But this is not 
enough : man needs Love, Mercy and Forgiveness as well gs 
Justice, so these must be attributed to God also. God must 
become Man, then 1 And so we come to’the Incarnation^ not 
by the usualttheological road, but as a stage in the shaping 
or evolution of the idea of God. Feuerbach turns the dogma 
‘ God became Man ’ into a statement of his own thesis : God 


1 Essence of Christiemity (1854), pp. 12-14. 
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does become Man — not as a fact of history or of revelation, 
but as a fact of social psychology. 

‘Who then is our Saviour or Redeemer? God or Love? Love; 
for God as God has not saved us, but Love, which transcends the 
difference between the divine and human personality. As God has 
renounced himself out of love, so we, out of love, should renounce 
God; for if we do not sacrifice God to love, we sacrifice love to 
God, and, in spite of the predicate of love, we have the God — ^the 
evil being — of religious fanaticism.’ ^ 

There is a standing conflict between theology, the religion of 
the head, with its metaphysical descriptions of God as uncon- 
ditioned, eternal, unchangeable, etc., and the (true) religion 
of the heart, which demands a loving, sympathizing — that is 
a human — God. ‘ In the Incarnation religion only confesses, 
what in reflection on itself, as theology, it will not admit; 
namely, that God is an altogether human being.’ The ‘love 
of God to man ’ is, being interpreted (or rather inverted, ac- 
cording to Feuerbach’s principle), the love of man to man 
contemplated objectively. The statement ‘God loves man’ is 
an ‘orientalism’ for ‘the highest is the love of man’. That 
which in truth is the ‘ essence of the fable ’ appears, to ordinary 
religious belief, only as the moral of the fable. And so Feuer- 
bach, using the acid solution of his ‘ Copernican ’ revolutionary 
theory, develops the religious negative in reverse, reading 
black where you read white, and vice versa. ‘God suffers’ 
means ‘it is divine to suffer for others’; the mystery of 
‘The Trinity’, and the notion of the Holy Family, express 
the disconsolate void of the old ascetic Christian life, and 
its need for warmth and society; ‘The Son’ satisfies our 
need for mental images ; Prayer, the turning to Omnipotent 
Goodness, means adoring our own heart, regarding our own 
fedlings as absolute; Miracle is ‘the sorcery of the imagina- 
tion, awhich satisfies without contradiction all the wishes of 
the heart’ ; the Resurrection of Christ is ‘the satisfied desire 
of man for an immediate certainty of his personal existence 
after death ’ ; Justifying Grace is the completion of my sins 
or defects by my friend’s merits; Heaven is ‘life in unison 

1 Ibid., p. 5*. 
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with the feeling, with the idea, which the present life con- 
tradicts’. All this, and much more, leads Feuerbach to his 
second section entitled ‘ The False or Theological Essence of 
Religion’, where he shows that ‘God’ is an ideal substitute 
for the real world, a wish-fulfilling symbol, which we wor- 
ship, because we find that easier and more satisfying than 
improving the real world. ‘God fills to me the place of my 
species, of my fellow-men’ ; I therefore turn away from them 
and the world to Him. This faith is only tenable, only justi- 
fied, when it is supported by real, unsophisticated belief in 
miracles, or when it is lived out in genuine asceticism. The 
modern attempt to combine it with scientific culture, with 
belief in universal natural law, is an impossible hypocrisy. 
It is a perversity, he says (with insight) ‘to adhere to the 
biblical and dogmatic Christ, and yet to thrust aside miracles. 
If the principle be retained, wherefore deny its necessary con- 
sequences?’ But these modern confusions are a clear sign 
that it is time now to raise ourselves above the old religious 
standpoint altogether, and recognize that the social relation- 
ships of mankind are divine in themselves. Religion has 
sacrificed man to God ; this must now cease. Christianity, it 
is true, contains both Faith and Love, but in Christianity 
Love is ‘only the morality\ Faith the true ‘religion’. The 
sublimest of all Christian sayings is ‘God is Love’ : but this 
should have been — ‘Love is God’. 

‘And we need only . . . invert the religious relations — regard 
that as an end which religion supposes to be a means — exalt that 
into the primary which in religion is subordinate . . . — at once we 
have destroyed the illusion, and the unclouded light of truth streams 
in upon us.' ^ 

I will conclude this summary (as Feuerbach does the book 
itself) with his remarks on the Sacraments as symbols of the 
holiness of Life and of Nature: 

‘The sacrament of Baptism inspires us with thankfulness towards 
Nature’ — because she furnishes us with that divinest of all purifying 
liquids — ‘the sacrament of bread and wine with thankfulness to- 

^ Ibid,, p. 271 {my italics). 
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wards man. Bread and wine typify to us the truth that Man is the 
true God and Saviour of man’ (though here again we must remem- 
ber our gratitude to ‘holy Nature’ for supplying the wheat and the 
vine). Eating and drinking are themselves religious acts: ‘Oh! if thou 
shouldst ever experience [hunger and thirst], how wouldst thou 
bless and praise the natural qualities of bread and wine, which 
restore to thee thy humanity, thy intellect! It needs only that the 
ordinary course of things be interrupted in order to vindicate to 
common things an uncommon significance, to life, as such, a religious 
import. Therefore let bread be sacred for us, let wine be sacred, and 
also let water be sacred I Amen.’ t 

How far Feuerbach has moved towards Marxism will be 
appreciated from the foregoing examples : yet, as Marxists and 
some others are well aware, Marx himself was dissatisfied. 
Feuerbach had written as if demonstrating a truth was the 
same thing as making it prevail; he had no concern for 
revolutionary practice. I will quote now the whole of Marx’s 
Fourth Thesis on Feuerbach: 

‘ Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-alienation, the 
duplication of the world into a religious-imaginary world and a real 
one. His work consists in the dissolution of the religious world into 
its secular basis. He overlooks the fact that after completing this 
work the chief thing still remains to be done. For the fact that the 
secular foundation lifts itself above itself and establishes itself in the 
clouds as an independent realm is only to be explained by the self- 
cleavage and self-contradictoriness of this secular basis. The latter 
must itself, therefore, first be understood in its contradiction, and 
then by the removal of the contradiction be revolutionized in 
practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family is discovered 
to be the secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be 
theoretically criticized and radically changed in practice.’ 

Feuerbach was right, then, in saying that the religious world 
is illfisory, a compensation for the defects of the real world, 
but he did not go on to seek the origin of the illusions where 
it is to be found, in the class-tensions of society. His ‘Man’ 
is merely a collection of individuals ‘ naturally’ held together, 

1 Ibid., pp. 273-4. 
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not the balance of antagonist forces which society is in 
practice. Consequently, his religion of humanity has no 
cutting-edge. A Christian reader might well agree, but for 
different reasons. His comment, his question, might be; 
‘Spill your “sacredness”, your “holiness”, your “divine- 
ness”, as freely as you will over men, vineyards, cornfields — 
everywhere! but tell us — whence do you acquire your sense 
of the “holy” ? You do not make man holy, make him God, 
by just kneeling down and worshipping him. You may say 
that man ought to be holy, but that is to judge him by an 
ethical standard derived from outside him — ^from the real 
God whom you deny.’ 
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GEORGE ELIOT, CONCLUSION 

'T THOEVER has been reading George Eliot will 
\ /\ / recognize that with most of the underlying prin- 
V V ciples of Strauss, Comte and Feuerbach she was 
in agreement. The supersession of God by Humanity, of 
Faith by Love and Sympathy, the elimination of the super- 
natural, the elevation of the natural, the subordination of 
intellect to heart, thought to feeling — these may all be found 
in her novels as well as in her letters. Heaven will not help 
us, so we must help one another; this realization tinges our 
whole life with anguish, but it is the cross which the new 
elect must bear : 

‘The “highest calling and election” is to do tvitheut opium, and 
live through all our pain with conscious, clear-eyed endurance.’ ^ 

But her studies, as well as her own inmost propensities, 
inclined her to rely upon truth of feeling, and this engen- 
dered a wide tolerance and reverence for all religious forms 
which have expressed, and still express, the primary needs of 
the human heart. To her ‘conservative-reforming intellect’, 
the merely negative kinds of ‘free-thinking’ were hateful: 

‘ I have a growing conviction,’ she writes to Sara Hennell, while 
at work on Scenes of Clerical Life, ‘that we may measure true moral 
and intellectual culture by the comprehension and veneration given 
to all forms of thought and feeling which have influenced large 
masses of mankind — ^and of all intolerance the intolerance calling 
itself philosophical is the most odious to me.’ ^ 

And, again, to Charles Bray (July 5, 1859): 

‘people are, for the most part, so incapable of comprehending the 
state of mind which cares for that which is essentially human in all 
forms of belief, and desires to exhibit it under all forms with loving 

^ Ooss, op. cit., vol. ii, p. iSj (letter to Mme Bodichon, Dec. z 6 , i860). 

* Ibid., vol. i, p. 432 (Feb. 24, 1857). 
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truthfulness. Freethinkers are scarcely wider than the orthodox in 
this matter, — they all want to see themselves and their own opinions 
held up as the true and the lovely.’ i- 

Lord David Cecil will have it that George Eliot was ‘not 
religious’; I cannot agree with him — or rather, I cannot 
agree that that is the least misleading way of saying what he 
means. ‘ Religious’ seems to me to be just what she was, and 
many others of whom she is the type; the whole predicament 
she represents was that of the religious temperament cut off 
by the Zeitgeist from the traditional objects of veneration, 
and the traditional intellectual formulations.® She was not, 
of course, a ‘practising Christian’, but in her estrangement 
from the ‘religion about she was none the further from 
the ‘religion c/Jesus’. She knew the hunger and thirst after 
righteousness, and the need for renunciation — the need to 
lose one’s life in order to gain it. And, though her religious 
consciousness was pre-eminently moral, it was not exclusively 
so; she also had the faculty of reverence, the capacity to 
acknowledge the reality of the unseen. When reading Dar- 
win’s Origin of Species she writes : 

‘to me the Development Theory, and all other explanations of 
processes by which things came to be, produce a feeble impression 
compared with the mystery that lies under the processes.’ ® 

Hers was in fact the middle position of conservative-liberal- 
ism ; it is a position not easy to sustain, and I do not think 
that George Eliot ever — at least not for any long period — 
recovered lasting heart’s-ease. There could only be, for her, 
effort, striving, endurance, and that ‘terrible earnestness’ 
recorded by F. W. H. Myers. 

‘I have faith in the working out of higher possibilities than the 
Catholic or any other Church has presented’, she writes in Comfist 
language, ‘and those who have strength to wait and endutp are 
bound to accept no formula which their whole souls — their intellect 
as well as their emotions — do not embrace with entire reverence.’ 

^ Ibid., vol. ii, p. ii8. 

® Cf. p. 105 above. Was Carlyle ‘ not religious ’ ? 

‘ Cross, op. cit., vol. ii, p. 148 (letter to Mme Bodichon, Dec. 5, 1859). 
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— and then follows the phrase about doing •without opium?- 
One of the clearest statements is this, taken from another 
letter to Mme Bodichon (written during the composition of 
Romold ) : 

‘ Pray don’t ever ask me again not to rob a man of his religious 
belief, as if you thought my mind tended to such robbery. I have 
too profound a conviction of the efficacy that lies in all sincere faith, 
and the spiritual blight that comes with no faith, to have any 
negative propagandism in me. In fact, I have very little sympathy 
with Freethinkers as a class, and have lost all interest in mere 
antagonism to religious doctrines. I care only to know, if possible, 
the lasting meaning that lies in all religious doctrine from the 
beginning till now.’ ^ 

It is a sentiment which would have been echoed by Cole- 
ridge, Carlyle, Maurice, Arnold, Sidgwick and many others. 
Her technique for retaining what she considered this ‘ lasting 
meaning’, while rejecting what her intellect found unaccept- 
able, was that of Strauss and the German ‘higher criticism’, 
and of Matthew Arnold and later modernists. Writing of 
Renan’s Vie de Jesus she says: 

‘It seems to me the soul of Christianity lies not at all in the facts 
of an individual life, but in the ideas of which that life was the 
meeting-point and the new starting-point. We can never have a 
satisfactory basis for the history of the man Jesus, but that negation 
does not affect the Idea of the Christ either in its historical influence 
or its great symbolic meanings.’ ® 

Or again : 

‘The divine will is simply so much as we have ascertained of the 
facts of existence which compel obedience at our peril.’ * 

Thirty years after the letter to Sara Hennell about religious 
confprmity (cf. above, p. 2 18), her position is virtually unal- 
tered: she would go to church constantly, she says, for the 
sake of fellowship in worshipping ‘the highest good’, were 

^ Ibid., vol. ii, p. 183. * Ibid., p. 343 (Nov. 26, 1862). 

® Ibid., pp. 359-60 (to Mrs Peter Taylor, July 30, 1863). 

■’ Ibid., vol. iii, p. 48. 
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there no reasons against following this inclination. For those 
without definite religious convictions, church-going will be 
better than mere negation. My last extracts on this theme 
are from letters written to Mrs Ponsonby in 1874 and 1875: 

‘My books have for their main bearing a conclusion . . . without 
which I could not have cared to write any representation of human 
life — namely, that the fellowship between man and man which 
has been the principle of development, social and moral, is not 
dependent on conceptions of what is not man; and that the idea of 
God, so far as it has been a high spiritual influence, is the ideal 
of a goodness entirely human (i.e. an exaltation of the human).’ 

Loss of belief in a future life, she goes on, does not rob us 
of our moral sense, our sense of duty, our sympathy; we 
retain our ‘sense of quality in actions’, just as we continue to 
appreciate colour even after becoming aware of the laws of 
the spectrum. We should consider our early religious experi- 
ence as 'a portion of valid knowledge’, and ‘cherish its 
emotional results in relation to objects which are either 
substitutes or metamorphoses of the earlier’. 

‘And I think we must not take every great physicist — or other 
“ist” — for an apostle, but be ready to suspect him of some crudity 
concerning relations that lie outside his special studies, if his exposi- 
tion strands us on results that seem to stultify the most ardent, 
massive experience of mankind, and hem up the best part of our 
feelings in stagnation.’ ^ 

This instinct for the understanding of all forms of thought 
and feeling, this quest for that which is essentially human 
in all varieties of belief, can of course be illustrated to any 
extent from the novels. ‘Pity and fairness’, she once wrote, 
‘embrace the utmost delicacies of the moral life’, and this 
delicacy, together with her balanced regard for improvem&nt 
and for old imperfect things, appears clearly in her treatment 
of contrasted types of churchmanship. Mr Gilfil’s sermons 
(of which he kept a large heap, ‘rather yellow and worn at 
the edges’) certainly belonged to the class of the old and 
imperfect, but when his congregation, having dozed through 

^ Ibiel., pp. 245 and 253 (Dec. 10, 1874 and Jan. 30, 1875). 
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the sermon’s ‘agreeable monotony’, ‘made their way back 
through the miry lanes’, they were ‘perhaps as much the 
better for this simple weekly tribute to what they knew of 
good and right, as many a more wakeful and critical con- 
gregation of the present day’.^ The same attitude appears in 
her treatment of Mr Irwine in Adam Bede, and in the con- 
trast between him and Mr Ryde: ‘Mrs Poyser used to say 
. . . Mr Irwine was like a good meal o’victual, you were the 
better for him without thinking on it, and Mr Ryde was like 
a dose o’physic, he gripped you and worreted you, and after 
all he left you much the same.’ ^ The contrast reappears, in 
Middlemarch, in Mr Farebrother and Mr Tyke: Mr Fare- 
brother, the man of the world who plays for money, yet 
who has pity and fairness, fine human tact and ripe wisdom, 
and knows the secret of renunciation ; Mr Tyke, protdg6 of 
Bulstrode, who is doctrinal and evangelical but non-human. 
It was George Eliot’s constant objection to evangelicalism, 
that in its emphasis upon the will and acts of an implacable 
Deity it extinguished human love and service. She extended 
this objection to all general ethical maxims if followed with- 
out regard to their human results: 

‘There is no general doctrine’, she says in Middlemarch, ‘which 
is not capable of eating out our mortality if unchecked by the 
deep-seated habit of direct fellow-feeling with individual fellow- 
men.’ ® 

Fred Vincy feels no remorse for his careless borrowings until 
he sees their actual effect upon the Garth family: ‘ Indeed we 
are most of us brought up in the notion that the highest 
motive for not doing a wrong is something irrespective of 
the beings who would suffer the wrong.’ ‘We cannot be 
utterly blind to the results of duty, since that cannot be duty 
w’hich is not already judged to be for human good.’ ® The 
whole analysis of Mr Bulstrode’s self-justifications is meant 
to illustrate these principles. 

1 Scenes of Clerical Life, pp. 94-5 (World’s Qassirs ed.). 

® P. 200 (World’s Classics ed.). 

s Middlemarch, bk. vi, ch. 61 (New Cabinet ed., 1913, vol. iii, p. 133). 

* Ibid., vol. i, p. 379. ® Cross, op. cit., vol. iii, p. 48. 
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On the other hand, George Eliot admires the evangelical 
awakener if his gospel is really constructive, if it is informed 
with the spirit of love: it is enough to mention Mr Tryan in 
Janet's Repentance. She laughs at him indeed, or rather at 
some of the effects he produces in Milby — e.g. Miss Pratt’s 
literary effort, which was ‘ Six Stanzas, addressed to the Rev. 
Edgar Tryan, printed on glazed paper with a neat border, 
and beginning “Forward, young wrestler for the truth!’’’ 
— nevertheless, 

‘Evangelicalism had brought into palpable existence and operation 
in Milby society that idea of duty, that recognition of something 
to be lived for beyond the mere satisfaction of self, which is to the 
moral life what the addition of a great central ganglion is to animal 
life. . , . Whatever might be the weaknesses of the ladies who pruned 
the luxuriance of their lace and ribbons, cut out garments for the 
poor, distributed tracts and quoted Scripture, and defined the true 
Gospel, they had learned this — ^that there was a divine work to be 
done in life, a rule of goodness higher than the opinion of their 
neighbours} and if the notion of a heaven in reserve for themselves 
was a little too prominent, yet the theory of fitness for that heaven 
consisted in purity of heart, in Christ-like compassion, in the sub- 
duing of selfish desires. . . . The first condition of human good- 
ness is something to love} the second, something to reverence. And 
this latter precious gift was brought to Milby by Mr Tryan and 
evangelicalism.’ ^ 

Or there is her attitude to Methodism in Adam Bede : 

‘It is too possible that to some of my readers Methodism may 
mean nothing more than low-pitched gables up dingy streets, sleek 
grocers, sponging preachers, and hyprocritical jargon — elements 
which are regarded as an exhaustive analysis of Methodism in 
many fashionable quarters.’ 

But the picture she would have tis form of jt is 

‘an amphitheatre of green hills, or the deep shade of broad-leaved 
sycamores, where a crowd of rough men and weary-hearted women 
drank in a faith which was a rudimentary culture, which linked 


1 Scenes, pp. 319-20. 
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their thoughts with the past, lifted their imagination above the 
sordid details of their own narrow lives, and suffused their souls 
with the sense of a pitying, loving, infinite Presence, sweet as 
summer to the houseless needy.’ ^ 

Romola’s attitude to Savonarola may here be recalled: it is 
George Eliot’s own attitude to dogmatic religion, In so far 
as he stands for the prophetic will and insight, for the deter- 
mination to bring Florence back to God, and to die if need 
be in the attempt, Savonarola is grand and heroic in her eyes; 
such absolute devotion to the highest aims and standards 
awes and humbles her ; she forgets his superstitious beliefs 
and sees only the saint; she returns to Tito at his command. 
But when Savonarola refuses to speak the word that will save 
her godfather’s life, all is changed : 

‘“Do you, then, know so well what will further the coming of 
God’s Kingdom, father, that you will dare to despise the plea of 
mercy — of justice — of faithfulness to your own teaching ? . . . Take 
care, father, lest your enemies have some reason when they say, that 
in your visions of what will further God’s Kingdom you see only 
what will strengthen your own party.” 

“‘And that is true ! ” said Savonarola, with flashing eyes. Romola’s 
voice had seemed to him in that moment the voice of his enemies. 
“The cause of my party is the cause of God’s Kingdom.” 

‘“I do not believe it!” said Romola, her whole frame shaken 
with passionate repugnance. “God’s Kingdom is something wider 
— else, let me stand outside it with the beings that I love.”’ ® 

In her grief and rage at finding him insensible to human 
appeal, she loses all that admiration which had made her 
hitherto ‘unmindful of his aberrations, and attentive only to 
the grand curve of his orbit’. It is interesting, however, that 
Gsorge Eliot’s passion for impartiality leads her, in a com- 
ment on the foregoing dialogue, to by-pass Romola and 
partially rejustify Savonarola: 

‘It was inevitable that she should judge the Frate unfairly on a 
question of individual suffering, at, which she looked with the eyes 
of personal tenderness, and he with the eyes of theoretic conviction,_j 

^ Adam Bede, p. 38. ‘ Rumola, p. 508 (World's Classics). 
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In that declaration of his, that the cause of his party was the cause 
of God’s Kingdom, she heard only the ring of egoism. Perhaps such 
words have rarely been uttered without that meaner ring in them; 
yet they are the implicit formula of all energetic belief. And if such 
energetic belief, pursuing a grand and remote end, is often in danger 
of becoming a demon-worship, in which the votary lets his son and 
daughter pass through the fire with a readiness that hardly looks 
like sacrifice: tender fellow-feeling for the nearest has its danger 
too, and is apt to be timid and sceptical towards the larger aims 
without which life cannot rise into religion.’ ^ 

Her typical view on the conflict between ‘theoretic con- 
viction’ and human tenderness (already indicated in the 
extract from Middlemarch about ‘general doctrine’) is to be 
seen in a letter to Charles Bray: 

‘I dislike extremely a passage [in his book. The Philosophy of 
Necessity] in which you appear to consider the disregard of indivi- 
duals as a lofty condition of mind. My own experience and develop- 
ment deepen every day my conviction that our moral progress may 
be measured by the degree in which we sympathize with individual 
suffering and individual joy.’ * 

To further this kind of ‘moral progress’ was her most 
consciously held aim as a novelist, just as it was Words- 
worth’s aim to widen his readers’ sensibility, and make them 
more ‘actively and securely virtuous’. Indeed, George Eliot 
carries on the Wordsworthian tradition in more ways than 
one. 

‘ If art does not enlarge men’s sympathies, it does nothing morally. 
I have had heart-cutting experience that opinions are a poor cement 
between human souls: and the only effect I ardently long to pro- 
duce by my writings is, that those who read them should be better 
able to imapne and to feel the pains and the joys of those who differ 
from themselves in everything but the broad fact of being struggling, 
erring, human creatures.’ ® 

Artistic power she defined as ‘an instinctive perception of the 
varied states of which the human mind is susceptible, with 

^ Romola, p. 517. ® Cross, op. c!t, vol. i, p. 472 (Nov. 15, 1857)- 

“ Ibid., vol. ii, p. 118 (July 5, 1859). 
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ability to give them out anew in intensified expression’.* 
Connected with this outlook is her deliberate renunciation of 
the stock themes of traditional fiction and the stage-pro- 
perties of ‘romance’, in favour of that imaginative penetra- 
tion of the commonplace which she often achieves, and too 
often also rather embarrassingly discusses in the novels them- 
selves. ‘My artistic bent’, she says (and this, in a letter to 
Blackwood, will make no reader wince) — 

‘is directed not at all to the presentation of eminently irreproachable 
characters, but to the presentation of mixed human beings in such 
a way as to call forth tolerant judgment, pity and sympathy.’ ® 

It is when she breaks off her own narratives to justify her 
methods that, in spite of the interest and truth of the matter, 
the manner and tone make one writhe — as when, in Amos 
Barton, she archly rallies an imaginary lady reader (who 
thinks Mr Barton uninteresting) with a ‘But, my dear 
madam’ — most of your fellow-beings are ‘of this insigni- 
ficant stamp’, yet they have their suUime promptings, their 
sacred joys, etc., and ends : 

‘Depend upon it, you would gain unspeakably if you would 
learn with me [my italics] to see some of the poetry and the pathos, 
the tragedy and the comedy, lying in the experience of a human 
soul that looks out through dull grey eyes, and that speaks in a voice 
of quite ordinary tones.’ * 

In her positive creative achievement, however, she abun- 
dantly shows the power attributed to Wordsworth by Cole- 
ridge, that of spreading the depth, height and atmosphere 
of the ideal world around situations, forms and incidents 'of 
which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the 
lustre, had dried up the sparkle and the dew-drops’. It was 
by’confirming in her this conception of the novelist’s aim, 
namely, the enlargement of sympathy by the imaginative 

1 Ibid., vol. i, p. 174 (beginning of 184S}. 

2 Ibid., vol. i, p. 431 (Feb. 18, 1857). 

3 Scenes, p. 48. See also the passage in Adam Bede (pp. 193 ff.) where she 
compares her methods with those of the Dutch school of painting. It contains what 

is possibly the most irritating remark in George Eliot’s whole work : ‘ But bless^ 
us, things may be lovable that are not altogether handsome, I hope ? ’ 
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heightening of the real, that G. H. Lewes probably rendered 
his most valuable service to her. ‘You must try and write a 
story’ — ^full credit has been allowed him for that piece of 
wise encouragement, but what is less widely known is that 
Lewes had already, before their intimacy, written an essay 
on The Lady Novelists in the Westminster (July 1852), in 
which he outlined the theory that became hers — that fiction 
should be based on real experience, and that it should enable 
readers to share a profounder realization of the feelings and 
the plight of common humanity. He had even, in advance of 
his time, propounded a psycho-analytic theory of artistic 
creation, that it is a resolution of, and compensation for, the 
artist’s inward conflicts and dissatisfactions, and that feminine 
art is the transposition on to the aesthetic plane of the speci- 
fically feminine forms of suffering. Lewes even anticipates 
the illustration of the oyster’s secretion, since popularized by 
Housman ; the poem is the pearl which insulates and glorifies 
the pain. In a second essay, Realism in Art {Westminster^ Oct. 
1858), published while Adam Bede was in preparation, he 
says that ‘realism’ should be considered as opposed, not to 
‘ idealism ’ but to ‘ falsism ’ ; the true business of art is intensi- 
fication, not distortion or falsification of the real. The com- 
mon appearances of daily life will furnish all we ought to 
ask.i No doubt Lewes was himself influenced here by 
Comte’s views on the social function of the arts (cf. above, 
pp. 197-8). _ 

The tension in George Eliot’s mind between ideal and 
actual, action and reaction, ambition and renunciation, 
appears in her preoccupation with the theme of the ‘egotis- 
tical sublime’, her recurrent treatment of efforts after sanc- 
tity, great and signal service, or self-realization — efforts 
which are thwarted by circumstance, ‘ the gradual action of 
ordinary causes’, the blight of the commonplace. We have 
noted the spiritual ambitiousness of her own evangelical 
youth — her emulation of Hannah More and St Paul, her 
anxiety ‘ to be doing some little [i.e. a very great deal] toward 
the regeneration of this groaning, travailing creation’. The 
content of this ambition was changed after her ‘conversion’ 

* For these references I am indebted to Bourl’honne, o/. cit. 
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(or perversion) to the Religion of Humanity, but it never 
left her; it remained in the form of that ‘terrible earnestness’ 
we have spoken of, that sense of the peremptoriness of Duty 
— of duty whose claims were all the more absolute because 
its ‘divine’ sanction had been destroyed. It remained, after 
she had found that her service must be rendered through 
fiction, in her haunting sense of responsibility to mankind in 
all that she wrote (‘the high responsibilities of literature that 
undertakes to represent life’ ^). Of a spring trip to Italy in 
1 86 1 she writes : ‘We must be for ever ashamed of ourselves 
if we don’t work the better for it.’ True, this was written to 
her publisher, but it illustrates the workings of her ever- 
accusing conscience: time must not be wasted, an account 
must be rendered, pleasure must be justified by its fruits. , 
And soon after she adds : 

‘I will never write anything to which my whole heart, mind and 
conscience don’t consent, so that I may feel that it was something 
— however small — which wanted to be done in this world, and 
that I am just the organ for that small bit of work.’ * 

After her provincial salad days were over, the thwarting, the 
frustration of which she was ever conscious, came not from 
outward circumstances but from her unconquerable self- 
distrust: ‘Shall I ever write another book as true as “Adam 
Bede”.'* The weight of the future presses on me. . . .’ 

‘If it were possible that I should produce better work than I 
have yet done ! At least there is a possibility that I may make greater 
efforts against indolence and the despondency that comes from too 
egoistic a dread of failure, . . . What moments of despair I passed 
through . . . despair that life would ever be made precious to me 
by the consciousness that I lived to some good purpose! It was that 
sort of despair that sucked away the sap of half the hours which 
might have been filled by energetic youthful activity; and the same 
dedion tries to get hold of me again whenever an old work is dis- 
missed and a new one is being meditated.’ ® 

1 Cross, op. cit., vol. ii, p. 293 (to Blackwood, March 30, 1861). 

2 Ibid., p. 303. 

® Ibid., p. 306 (From Journal, June 16 and 19, i86r, written while composing 
Romold). 
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At those rather awful Sunday salons at The Priory in later 
years, she always tried to communicate, to each disciple who 
was summoned to her footstool, something precious and pro- 
found — some moral souvenir which could be taken away and 
treasured for life. M. Bourl’honne thinks that George Eliot 
never attained true humility, although she was constantly 
denouncing spiritual pride and indulging in a false self- 
abasement. But if so, she knew it herself, if we may take the 
biography of Maggie Tulliver to be in this respect (as it 
surely is) the transcript of her own experience. The setting 
is given in that chapter on the religion of the Dodsons 
(‘A Variation of Protestantism unknown to Bossuet’) whose 
like had never yet been seen in English fiction, and which 
displays to the full George Eliot’s sociological insight as well 
as her special gift of sympathizing where yet she criticizes. 

‘The religion of the Dodsons consisted in revering whatever was 
customary and respectable: it was necessary to be baptized, else one 
could not be buried in the churchyard, and to take the sacrament 
before death as a security against more dimly understood perils; 
but it was of equal necessity to have the proper pall-bearers and 
well-cured hams at one’s funeral, and to leave an unimpeachable 
will. A Dodson would not be taxed with the omission of anything 
that was becoming, or that belonged to that eternal fitness of things 
which was plainly indicated in the practice of the most substantial 
parishioners, and in the &mily traditions — such as, obedience to 
parents, faithfulness to kindred, industry, rigid honesty, thrift, the 
thorough scouring of wooden and copper utensils, the hoarding of 
coins likely to disappear from the currency, the production of first- 
rate commodities for the market, and the general preference for 
whatever was home-made. The Dodsons were a very proud race, 
and their pride lay in the utter frustration of all desire to tax them 
with a breach of traditional duty or propriety. A wholesome pride 
in many respects, since it identified honour with perfect integrity, 
thoroughness of work, and faithfulness to admitted rules: and 
society owes some worthy qualities in many of her members to 
mothers of the Dodson class, who made their butter and their 
fromenty well, and would have felt disgraced to make it otherwise. 
To be honest and poor was never a Dodson motto, still less to 
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seem rich though being poorj rather the family badge was to be 
honest and rich, and not only rich, but richer than ^as supposed.’ 

‘ Surely the most prosaic form of human life’ : ‘you could not 
live among such people’.? Let us see, she proceeds, how it 
affected Tom and Maggie Tulliver — ‘how it has acted on 
young natures in many generations, that in the onward ten- 
dency of human things have risen above the mental level of the 
generation before them^ to which they have been nevertheless tied 
by the strongest fibres of their hearts' (my italics). Maggie, the 
predestined heretic from this religion, has to endure unspeak- 
able yearnings. ‘ Stifled for want of an outlet towards some- 
thing beautiful, great, or noble’, she stumbles upon Thomas 
a Kempis, and experiences a sense of awakening, of revela- 
tion and of conversion. ‘Forsake thyself, resign thyself, and 
thou shalt enjoy much inward peace’ — then her melancholy, 
her chronic malaise, were the results of egoism.? ‘A strange 
thrill of awe passed through Maggie as she read, as if she 
had been wakened in the night by a strain of solemn music, 
telling of beings whose souls had been astir while hers was 
in stupor.’ She sees for the first time ‘the possibility of 
shifting the position from which she looked at the gratifica- 
tion of her own desires — of taking her stand out of herself, 
and looking at her own life as an insignificant part of a 
divinely-guided whole’. But what next.? — 

‘With all the hurry of an imagination that could never rest in 
the present, she sat . . . forming plans of self-humiliation and entire 
devotedness i and, in the ardour of first discovery, renunciation 
seemed to her the entrance into that satisfaction which she had so 
long been craving in vain. She had not perceived — how could she 
until she had lived longer? — ^the inmost truth of the old man’s 
outpourings, that renunciation remains sorrow, though a sorrow 
borne willingly.’ 

Inevitably, then, she dramatizes herself, sees herself as 
heroic in her very renunciation: 

‘her own life was still a drama for her, in which she demanded of 
herself that her part should be played with intensity. And so 
came to pass that she often lost the spirit of humility by being 
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excessive in the outward act; she often strove after too high a flight, 
and came down with her poor little half-fledged wings dabbled in 
the mud.’ 

The same pattern appears again in Dorothea Brooke, 
‘Theresa of the Midland flats’ (the phrase I have already 
applied to her creator), whose sufferings likewise arose fi/»m 
‘a certain spiritual grandeur ill-matched with opportunity’. 
So too with Romola, with Lydgate and with Gwendolen, 
where thwarting circumstance assumes its most menacing 
shape — the incompatible marriage. The great souls in 
George Eliot are brought low, and come down to earth, with 
wings dabbled in the mud. Romola, it is true, attains a sort 
of ultimate deliverance, finds sanctity in service — ^but there 
is a note of fairy-tale unreality in those last chapters (just as 
there is, though in a different form, in the ‘idyllic’ Silas 
Marner)\ the destinies of Maggie, Lydgate, Dorothea and 
Gwendolen are nearer to her intuition. ‘Doing without 
opium’ truly involves much anguish, and one can under- 
stand why Geofge Eliot once said ‘ it would be better if my 
life could be done for me, and I could look on’. Bourl’honne 
is right, I think, when he says that ‘the inspiration of her 
work is clearly optimistic, the intention which animates it 
being to show the possibility of good and the power of the 
will ; the work as it was achieved is no less clearly pessimistic, 
the general impression which emerges from it being the 
powerlessness of man against circumstances and the check- 
mate of the will’. The keenness of her unsatisfied yearnings 
was tempered in her later years, but the clear-eyed endurance 
had strained her to excess, and the final calm seems in part 
to be that of exhaustion. 


2^0 




